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1
Communities and 
Workforce Development 
in the Era of Devolution
Edwin Meléndez
New School University
Low-wage and low-skill jobs keep too many Americans poor and 
yield few opportunities for career advancement. The employment and 
training industry as a whole provides necessary support services, con-
nections to employers, skills training, and other programs that facilitate 
job readiness, placements, and career advancement for disadvantaged 
workers and job seekers. However, we know relatively little about the 
institutions and programs that facilitate workers’ transition to the work-
place and advancement in careers. A growing body of evidence points 
to the recent emergence of new types of labor market intermediaries 
(LMIs) serving the disadvantaged. These are based on a broad range of 
institutions that differ markedly in scope and mission from the typical 
service provider of years past. In comparison with the typical employ-
ment program of a decade ago, the new breed of intermediary is more 
responsive to employers’ demands, has a broader base of ﬁnancial sup-
port, and interacts or partners more often with other organizations. A 
growing number of LMIs are focused on a speciﬁc industry or sector 
within an industry, and their services target fewer aspects of the em-
ployment service continuum. 
The emergence of more dynamic LMIs is partly a response to the 
growing demand for workers, which was fueled by the economic ex-
pansion of the 1990s, but it has also been greatly shaped by at least 
two major policy shocks in the latter half of the decade: welfare reform 
and the revamping of federal employment training programs under 
the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998. The combined impact 
1
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of these forces induced many organizations to become more active in 
workforce development, and many others transformed their operations 
and adapted to the new, more competitive and uncertain environment. 
The evidence discussed in detail in this volume suggests several impor-
tant trends. For one, traditional service providers have had to adapt to a 
shift in focus from vocational training, often based on classroom peda-
gogy, to job readiness training that follows a “work ﬁrst” philosophy. 
Other important developments include greater experimentation with 
program design, greater specialization among service providers, greater 
employer participation in workforce development programs, and great-
er collaboration among various institutions and service providers. 
Equally important has been the transformation of traditional service 
providers such as community-based organizations and community col-
leges. Given the available evidence, it is difﬁcult to generalize about the 
evolving role of community-based service providers, but undoubtedly 
community-based organizations (CBOs) were changed by federal sys-
tem reform initiatives in various ways. While many CBOs were clearly 
adversely affected, others took advantage of the opportunities presented 
to implement successful strategies and adapt to new policy regimes. 
Community colleges became more active in workforce development 
programs. In many state and local jurisdictions, welfare reform created 
the conditions for greater participation by colleges in programs target-
ing the disadvantaged (Meléndez, Falcón, and Bivens 2003).
Community-based initiatives are playing an increasingly prominent 
role in the ongoing restructuring of the employment and training indus-
try.1 One of the most important developments resulting from a decade 
of intense experimentation has been that service providers have realized 
the beneﬁts of collaboration with other organizations. Though some of 
these collaborations are really across institutional boundaries, such as 
those between CBOs and community colleges or employers, many have 
involved collaborations among service providers otherwise in more di-
rect competition. The resulting division of labor has yielded a richer 
and more complex network of services, and many local employment 
systems have been strengthened as a result. But in other places, often 
where broad community-based initiatives were not implemented, the 
impact of federal reform has led to less inclusive and less efﬁcient ar-
rangements.
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This chapter provides a broad look at the two major federal policy 
reform initiatives and how they have affected the employment services 
industry. In the ﬁnal section, an overview of the chapters in the volume 
is presented.
POLICY SHOCKS AND DEVOLUTION
The enactment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportu-
nity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) and the Workforce Invest-
ment Act of 1998 (WIA) has redeﬁned the underlying philosophical 
foundations and program structure of the employment training system 
in the United States. PRWORA transformed public assistance into a 
work-based and transitory (or time-limited) assistance system. WIA 
consolidated the most important programs sponsored by the federal 
government and restructured the services offered at the ground level. 
Both acts transferred program authority to the states and allocated 
funding through block grants, redeﬁning the role of local authorities 
and encouraging greater ﬂexibility and autonomy. The enactment and 
implementation of these major policy initiatives coincide with one of 
the longest economic expansions and some of the lowest unemploy-
ment rates of recent decades. In conjunction, these forces transformed 
the policy context and the general operational environment for employ-
ment service providers. 
From a public policy perspective, it is of foremost importance to 
understand both the inﬂuence of these changes on local employment 
and training systems and the strategies implemented by service provid-
ers to adapt and respond to the changes. One of the immediate effects 
of the joint occurrence of welfare reform and low unemployment was 
to encourage the participation of a wide spectrum of employers and ser-
vice providers not previously engaged in serving welfare recipients. In 
the past few years, a signiﬁcant number of employers began programs 
for the recruitment and training of entry-level workers.2 Numerous or-
ganizations not previously involved in a training system targeting the 
most disadvantaged entry-level workers started collaborations to assist 
employers in launching such programs or initiated their own programs. 
Many of these organizations, such as temporary employment agencies, 
faith-based groups, some community colleges, and multiservice agen-
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cies, brought to the task relatively little experience in training the dis-
advantaged. 
Increased competition among service providers, improvements in 
program design, and greater connections to the business community 
could very well be some of the most positive and long-lasting aspects 
of welfare reform. However, it is apparent from the studies included in 
this volume that these changes have also weakened some of the tradi-
tional employment and training service providers. From a public policy 
perspective, what really matters is whether the system improves ser-
vices to targeted populations such as welfare recipients, disadvantaged 
adults and youth, dislocated workers, and others. Whether these ser-
vices are provided by one type of intermediary or another should not be 
a signiﬁcant policy concern in and of itself. However, in actuality it is 
very difﬁcult to separate the question of who provides the services from 
the matter of whether services are provided to targeted disadvantaged 
populations. CBOs and other nonproﬁt organizations may have a more 
intrinsic or organic relationship to the communities where these popu-
lations reside and the organizations that provide related services, thus 
facilitating outreach and complementing services.3 From a systemic 
perspective, the challenge is to improve the quality of services through 
better performance management of service providers while maintaining 
an equal or greater level of services for all targeted populations. 
This section of the chapter examines in more detail the policy shock 
affecting the structuring of local employment services.  The primary 
objective is to provide an overview of the policy context in which the 
industry has operated since the enactment of welfare reform, and of 
how these changes in policy have altered the operational premises of 
local employment services. 
The Signiﬁcance of Welfare Policy Reform for System Change
By the mid 1990s, policymakers were beginning to reach a con-
sensus about the need to revamp the employment training system serv-
ing the disadvantaged. In the case of the Job Training Partnership Act 
(JTPA), most of the criticisms were directed, overtly or covertly, at ser-
vice providers in general, and in particular at CBOs, as they represented 
the majority of service providers. The main criticism of JTPA-sponsored 
programs centered on the limited impact these programs had on partici-
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pants’ outcomes. For example, the well-known evaluation of JTPA by 
Abt Associates (Orr et al. 1996; Bloom et al. 1997; U.S. General Ac-
counting Ofﬁce 1996a) documents the small impact that these programs 
had in general. The explanations for modest and often disappointing re-
sults are well known by now. According to Grubb (1996), for example, 
some of the most important factors contributing to the limited effect of 
these programs were 1) the relative small scope of the intervention in 
terms of both skills enhancement and work experience provided to par-
ticipants, 2) the inappropriate infrastructure of skills training providers 
and their inability to keep pace with new technologies and pedagogy, 
and 3) the separation that existed between classroom-based training and 
the occupational skills demanded by industry. Other weaknesses of the 
system include the fragmentation of funding streams, the intrusive role 
of politics in funding allocation, and an overly bureaucratic administra-
tive structure. 
Criticism of JTPA-funded training programs was mounting as the 
evidence from various demonstration and evaluation projects indicated 
that programs promoting work experience were more effective than 
conventional training programs providing education and classroom 
training when it came to transitioning welfare recipients to the labor 
force (Gueron 1986, 1990; Gueron, Pauly, and Lougy 1991). Programs 
in which welfare recipients volunteered to participate were more ef-
fective than mandatory programs, but all programs targeting welfare 
recipients were more effective when a variety of support mechanisms 
were available to program participants. Mandatory programs, before 
the enactment of PRWORA, were more effective when sanctions for 
nonparticipation were more strongly enforced. Although not all com-
munity-based training was ineffective and some studies provided evi-
dence of modest impacts on various disadvantaged populations (U.S. 
Department of Labor 1995; Meléndez 1996), so-called work ﬁrst pro-
grams targeting rapid attachment to the labor force and promoting work 
experience were less costly to implement and offered policymakers a 
clear alternative to the prevalent model of classroom training.
Aside from reforming the welfare system, enactment of PRWORA 
gave the ﬁrst major shock to the employment training system. For the 
purpose of this discussion on the emerging role of community initia-
tives in an era of devolution, perhaps the most important development 
was the provision of Welfare-to-Work (WtW) grants totaling $3 billion, 
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split between ﬁscal years 1998 and 1999. The policy regulations clearly 
articulated a work ﬁrst approach to solving the employment problem 
of welfare recipients. Stricter work requirements and sanctions made 
it very difﬁcult for service providers to exceed the allowable time for 
classroom training and other educational activities. Another conse-
quence of the infusion of the WtW grants into local employment train-
ing systems was the need to attract many new service providers in a rel-
atively short period. Consequently, local welfare ofﬁces implemented 
strategies to aggressively recruit and enhance the role of labor market 
intermediaries (Pavetti et al. 2000). Given the tight labor market and 
the magnitude of the federal infusion of resources, many nontraditional 
training service providers for the disadvantaged started new programs 
or expanded existing ones. These organizations include temporary 
employment agencies, faith-based and advocacy groups, multiservice 
organizations, community development corporations, and community 
colleges.4 In short, one of the most interesting developments of welfare 
reform was to expand the organizational infrastructure for workforce 
development, which increased competition in the industry. 
It is in the above context that we must understand the forces that are 
converging to promote system reform. To begin with, most research that 
assesses the factors contributing to successful employment programs 
points to the key role that a close connection to employers and industry 
plays in advancing program effectiveness (Harrison and Weiss 1998; 
Giloth 1998; Meléndez and Harrison 1997; Mueller and Schwartz 1998; 
Stokes 1996; USGAO 1996b). Effective programs are designed to re-
ﬂect the rigor and routine of the workplace, establish clear workplace 
norms and expectations, and actively engage employers in curriculum 
design and instruction. The connection to employers is often structured 
as an internship where trainees gain work experience and employers get 
to know the prospective employees before hiring them. Collaborations 
with employers often extend beyond placement, focus on job retention, 
and are continued for a period of worker adjustment that may last from 
three to more than six months. 
The infusion of new service providers and advocacy organizations, 
together with stricter regulations and a more active role for employ-
ers, brings yet another notable development: a renewed effort toward 
understanding organizational practices and an increased experimenta-
tion with new professional practices. For one thing, the emphasis on 
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placements forced many organizations to focus on making connections 
with employers and having an up-front conversation about workplace 
expectations. Whether as a result of tight labor markets or because of 
new corporate leadership, employers’ participation in WtW programs 
and collaboration with government agencies and training organizations 
has grown signiﬁcantly in recent years.5 
New programs serving welfare recipients have incorporated many 
of the features documented in the literature, such as effective job readi-
ness, placement, and retention practices for disadvantaged populations. 
However, some experts contend that the design of new programs has 
been limited by the emphasis on job readiness and placement at the 
expense of basic and remedial education and skills training (Strawn 
1998). In this view, a combination of skills-enhancing and work-expe-
rience activities is necessary for a more successful transition to work, 
particularly for those with low literacy levels and long-term detach-
ment from the labor force. The release of various Welfare-to-Work pro-
gram evaluations supports this contention. In a summary of the ﬁndings 
for random-assignment evaluations of 20 programs conducted by the 
Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC), Gueron and 
Hamilton (2002) conclude that, although all strategies that were evalu-
ated increased work for single parents and reduced welfare participa-
tion, the higher impact on ﬁve-year participants’ earnings came from 
programs that used a mix of activities. The mix included both immedi-
ate job search and a combination of short-term, work-focused education 
or training and job search. 
The impact of recent WtW evaluations on the workforce develop-
ment ﬁeld has been twofold. First, the evidence supports the validity 
of prior ﬁndings about work-focused employment programs. Second, 
the studies suggest the need for more evaluative research to focus on 
the relative effect of various program components. The ﬁndings from 
the 20 studies included in the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work 
Strategies are of particular interest (Michalopoulos, Schwartz,  and Ad-
ams-Ciardullo 2000). In this evaluation, the results for the job-search 
ﬁrst strategy were compared with those for the education-or-training 
ﬁrst strategy at 11 different program sites. Though in general the job-
search ﬁrst programs had a bigger impact on ﬁve-year earnings than did 
those of the education-or-training ﬁrst strategy, one of the sites (Port- 
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land) employing mixed initial activities outperformed all programs, and 
net annual gains in earnings exceeded $5,000.
Regardless of whether the long-term welfare policy shock to the 
employment training system is a positive or a negative one, in the short 
term it has induced experimentation, attracted new service providers to 
provide training for the disadvantaged, and promoted effective organi-
zational and professional practices. However, while we must recognize 
these positive aspects of welfare reform in the short term, it is also nec-
essary to discuss some of the dynamics that may have a negative effect 
in the near future. Obviously, one of the more challenging questions is 
how welfare participants who have received limited job-readiness train-
ing are going to fare when the unemployment rate is not as low as it 
was when most of these evaluations were conducted and employers are 
more demanding regarding minimum skills standards for employment. 
Or even in the context of favorable labor demand, what is going to be 
the impact of these programs on the so-called hard-to-serve welfare 
recipients, for whom more support services and long-term interventions 
are necessary to achieve positive outcomes than were for the majority 
of those in the ﬁrst waves of WtW program participants? 
The worst-case scenario might be one in which the next wave of 
welfare recipients reaches the time limits for beneﬁts at a time when 
the unemployment rate is signiﬁcantly higher than it was in the 1990s. 
There are enough indicators to suggest that the more recent welfare re-
cipients entering into the employment and training system require sup-
port systems for a more varied and complex set of barriers to employ-
ment than did prior program participants. These types of hard-to-serve 
populations may require comprehensive support programs from CBOs 
that have been the most affected by the welfare policy shock. Whether 
the system as a whole has the capacity to help the hard-to-serve popula-
tion remains an open question. Notwithstanding the uncertain legacy of 
welfare reform, its impact on the workforce development ﬁeld provides 
a necessary context for understanding the enactment of the Workforce 
Investment Act. 
WIA and the Restructuring of Employment Services
Congress ﬁnally enacted workforce development legislation in 
1998 after several earlier attempts had failed to consolidate the major 
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federal employment and training programs. Perhaps less ambitious than 
prior bills, WIA combined all major employment and training programs 
overseen by the Department of Labor but did not integrate programs 
overseen by the Department of Education (such as school-to-work and 
vocational education) that had been included in prior attempts (Melén- 
dez 1997). However, WIA did mandate increased coordination of all 
programs at the local level and created Workforce Investment Boards 
(WIBs) at the state and local levels as the mechanisms for overseeing 
a more coherent integration of the system. In addition to employers 
and representatives from industry, the local boards incorporate a broad 
range of educational institutions and government agencies directly in-
volved with workforce development programs and activities. One-Stop 
Career Centers (OSCCs) were given a more critical role in the system, 
as discussed in more detail below (Buck 2002; King 1999; Patel and 
Savner 2001; O’Shea and King 2001; U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce 
2000).
The major goals of the new legislation are to increase ﬂexibility 
at the local level and to provide clear guidelines for increased perfor-
mance in the system. With the transfer of local program oversight to the 
states, the act requires that local jurisdictions evaluate system perfor-
mance based on participant outcome measures such as placement and 
wages at placement, wage gains, and job retention. Full implementation 
of and compliance with WIA was mandated in 2000, but because of dif-
ﬁculties in data collection and the short time period with which to ob-
serve program completers’ labor market trajectories, currently there are 
no available national data to evaluate the effectiveness of employment 
and training under WIA (U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce 2001, 2002, 
2004).6 In sum, WIA changed the landscape of employment and training 
programs for the disadvantaged in the United States by incorporating 
elements of competition and performance standards into policy design.
The critical question is how these changes in policy are affecting 
employment and training services to the disadvantaged, and more spe-
ciﬁcally, how these changes are affecting CBOs that have traditionally 
provided services to this population. In theory, one could conceive of 
a system targeting the most disadvantaged populations with minimal 
participation from the existing infrastructure of CBOs. In practice, it is 
difﬁcult to separate the analysis of services to the disadvantaged and the 
training organizations since CBOs remain the primary service providers 
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for the most disadvantaged program participants in the current system. 
WIA has the potential to adversely affect the current infrastructure of 
CBOs and, as a consequence, basic employment services to the most 
disadvantaged populations (Plastrik and Taylor 2001). There are three 
interrelated aspects of WIA that more directly affect services to disad-
vantaged adults. These consist of sequential eligibility for employment 
services, a performance-based certiﬁcation system for service provid-
ers, and Individual Training Accounts (ITAs)—popularly known as 
vouchers—for adult training. Below, I will discuss each of these key 
policy and implementation issues and their potential impact on service 
providers’ operations.
Sequential eligibility refers to the process through which partici-
pants in the publicly funded employment and training system have ac-
cess to services under WIA. The act deﬁnes three types of services. 
Core services consist of outreach and intake, orientation and informa-
tion on job openings, job search assistance and placement services, and 
follow-up services. Core services are universal, open to all job seekers 
regardless of employment status or income. In this way, WIA attempts 
to broaden the appeal to employers by providing employment services 
to all, not just to the more disadvantaged, thereby minimizing the stigma 
attached to state agency referrals to employers. Intensive services are 
offered to job seekers unable to ﬁnd employment after receiving core 
services. These services are more specialized and include a more rigor-
ous assessment of skills and barriers to employment, the preparation of 
an individualized employment plan and career planning, group counsel-
ing, and case management. Intensive services may also include other 
aspects of job readiness training such as communication and interview-
ing skills, and prevocational skills such as time management and intro-
duction to computers. Eligibility for intensive services is restricted to 
unemployed workers with predeﬁned barriers to employment, or to em-
ployed workers who may need intensive services to remain employed. 
Job seekers are eligible to receive training services only after the ﬁrst 
two categories of services are exhausted.7 The law also requires that 
job-training candidates must have the qualiﬁcations to be successful in 
order to receive ITAs and skills training. 
Clearly, the concept of sequential eligibility of services under WIA 
reﬂects a work ﬁrst philosophy. In this sense, WIA brought the em-
ployment training system into alignment with welfare reform. This is 
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a continuation of a trend that actually started in 1992 with the amend-
ments to JTPA that directed resources to the hardest to serve.  Recent 
experiences with state implementation of WtW programs suggest great 
variability in local regulations and  implementation of welfare reform. 
In many ways, the congressional intent to give more latitude and con-
trol to local authorities for the design of regional employment services 
can work to CBOs’ advantage in their quest to redeﬁne a role in the 
restructured employment and training system.  Recent experience with 
programs targeting welfare recipients also suggests that CBOs possess 
the capability to develop effective organizational strategies, to redesign 
programs, and to adapt to a new policy environment. 
Although it is generally a more punitive environment for CBOs un-
der the new WIA regime for the reasons explained above, there are 
key local policy and implementation issues that may open the door to 
increased CBO participation. First, it is important to understand the co-
ordinating role assigned to OSCCs. Under the new administrative struc-
ture set up by WIA, OSCCs have the responsibility for coordinating all 
services. How these services are distributed and structured is left to the 
discretion of state and local boards. The State Workforce Investment 
Board has the primary authority for establishing (after a public pro-
cess of consultation) service eligibility guidelines and the standards for 
job placements and retention. These standards are subsequently used as 
benchmarks to certify service providers at the local level. WIA guide-
lines are ﬂexible enough for each locality to structure OSCCs and train-
ing services to adapt to local conditions and encourage the participation 
of CBOs in the system. Research presented in this volume8 indicates 
that CBOs’ involvement and their role in the local system vary widely, 
depending on their prior involvement in the system and their ability to 
respond effectively to policy and regulatory changes at the state and 
local level.
CBOs have structured various types of arrangements with OSCCs 
and local WIBs. In a few instances, OSCCs are designed as commu-
nity job centers, where CBOs serve both as managing partners and as 
service providers for core and intensive services. At the opposite ex-
treme in terms of CBOs’ participation are cities where CBOs act more 
as outside advocacy organizations focusing on the continuation of ser-
vices to the disadvantaged but not directly providing those services—at 
least not primarily through contracts from the OSCCs. In between these 
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two extreme examples of CBOs’ role in the emerging system, there 
are many other cases of cities where CBOs have sustained and even 
enhanced their role in the local system. For instance, CBOs can obtain 
contracts to provide on-site core services to job seekers. In this “every-
door-is-the-right-door” model, CBOs are contracted to provide intake 
for core services but often require authorization to provide additional 
services or are requested to refer clients to other service providers, de-
pending on the type of services authorized by the OSCC. This relation 
is often structured as a contract for a minimum number of intakes, with 
provisions for adjustment. In this de facto fee-for-service arrangement, 
OSCCs’ outreach is decentralized, more likely to have satellite services 
in low income communities, and more likely to reach hard-to-serve 
populations. 
Another format followed by CBOs and OSCCs to structure a con-
tractual relationship is that of having most of the intake, assessment and 
referral services centralized at the OSCC (typically in a central business 
district or downtown location), but of having what are now referred to 
as intensive services provided by CBOs dispersed throughout the city. 
This is a departure from past practice to the extent that job readiness 
training and other intensive services were part of a more comprehen-
sive training package and contract. With the advent of WtW grants, job 
readiness training has been, in practice, separated from skills training. 
Indeed, job readiness has become the most prevalent service provided 
to job seekers, at the expense of skills training (Frank, Rahmanou, and 
Savner 2003). Under the new work ﬁrst approach to employment ser-
vices, it is becoming more common for CBOs to lose training contracts 
with community colleges and other service providers. CBOs may still 
be subcontracted to provide the bulk of support services and, on occa-
sion, job readiness training as well. 
It is apparent from the above discussion that there is a new division 
of functions emerging in the post-JTPA employment training system. 
CBOs are being pushed away from vocational training and asked to 
provide more case management and job readiness services. The use of 
ITAs for adult training is likely to reinforce this trend in the composi-
tion of services since many of the traditional educational institutions al-
ready operate under a tuition system more easily adaptable to payments 
with training vouchers than the cohort contracts used to structure CBO 
training services under JTPA. However, to the extent that job readiness 
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services become a disproportionate share of services under WIA and 
are provided through contracts to CBOs, CBOs will continue to occupy 
a prominent role in the new system. There are many examples of com-
munity-based job readiness and placement programs that have grown 
dramatically with the advent of the work ﬁrst approach. By focusing on 
job readiness and not on skills training, CBOs’ employment programs 
have capitalized on a market trend, and many organizations have ben-
eﬁtted substantially from the new local policies.9 
One of the most important offshoots induced by the WtW grants 
was to more actively engage community colleges in developing new 
job readiness and short-term vocational training programs for welfare 
recipients (Meléndez, Falcón, and Bivens 2003).10 All indications are 
that community colleges are in an advantageous position to create vo-
cational training programs as a bridge to their core educational—and 
tuition-based—programs. In fact, community colleges are better posi-
tioned to occupy a more prominent role for both youth and adult training 
under WIA than they were under JTPA. WIA also beneﬁts community 
colleges by requiring that job seekers who apply for training services 
must have the qualiﬁcations to be successful.  By stipulating that train-
ing program applicants be able to meet minimum criteria to enter the 
programs, this requirement beneﬁts the best-educated job seekers and 
penalizes those job seekers who are not able to demonstrate a minimum 
level of literacy. “Creaming,” as this practice is known in the indus-
try, beneﬁts trade schools and community colleges because admissions 
(and state subsidies and tuition reimbursements) are linked to students’ 
ability to pass literacy and math tests. In other words, the community 
college system is already based on testing students’ literacy level before 
they can enroll in college-level courses. Thus, community colleges can 
accommodate adult training programs under WIA with little or no ad-
justment to existing operations.
WIA provides two additional contractual mechanisms that CBOs 
can take advantage of. First, all youth services remain under a perfor-
mance-based contract system. Youth services are excluded from ITA 
regulations affecting adult training, and CBOs providing youth services 
continue to do so without much change from the prior system. The sec-
ond mechanism for CBOs to continue operating under contract allows 
them to enter into partnerships with employers to set up workplace-
based programs where employers cover at least half of the training 
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costs. The allocation of funding among different types of services and 
programs is left to the discretion of local authorities. It is reasonable to 
assume that collaborations with employers, particularly on those train-
ing programs that serve the needs of a broad group of employers in a 
regional labor market, are going to be favored by local authorities.    
Thus, the evidence regarding whether CBOs have been successful 
in the transition to the new policy regime or whether they will become 
the predominant service providers for the disadvantaged workers’ seg-
ment of the training market is inconclusive at this point. However, one 
inference from the above analysis can be made: Those CBOs that have 
established collaborative relations with OSCCs, community colleges, 
and other service organizations are in a better position to adapt their op-
erations to the new policy regime than those that lack these connections 
and networking practices.
A second area of concern in how the implementation of WIA may 
affect participation of CBOs in the provision of services is the new 
certiﬁcation system mandated by the act. Under the new law, the state 
WIB establishes performance standards and certiﬁes service providers. 
Certiﬁcations are based on performance in labor market outcomes such 
as job placement, employment retention rates, and wages and beneﬁts 
at placement. The data collected for certiﬁcation purposes also serve to 
produce “consumer reports” on the performance of service providers 
participating in the system. The intention of the act is to provide data on 
service providers’ performance that will help training candidates  evalu-
ate the quality of the programs and arrive at the best options available 
to them.11 This market-oriented system is designed to encourage com-
petition among service providers and to improve performance among 
alternative types of vocational and skill training vendors. The voucher 
system also is intended to diversify the training options opened to the 
disadvantaged. All service providers will have to undergo a periodic 
review and certiﬁcation process to remain service providers. 
Taken together, the tuition-like ﬁnancing mechanism for adult train-
ing and the one-year grace period given to educational institutions are 
evidence that Congress wanted to favor community colleges for pro-
viding skills training services for disadvantaged adults, and to make it 
harder for CBOs to qualify and compete as training service providers. 
The legislative intent of favoring community colleges is consistent, as 
previously discussed, with the prevailing view embodied in policy and 
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evaluation research that documents the limited impact CBO-based skills 
training programs have had on disadvantaged adults. But the advantage 
given to educational institutions is only relative, and has proven to be 
transitory. For one thing, it is not clear whether community colleges 
can adequately serve individuals with low literacy levels as measured 
by standardized tests. The evidence from the WtW grants suggests 
they can, provided that the ﬁnancing and other supports are available 
to colleges. But whether colleges will be able to create and sustain the 
support services necessary for disadvantaged adults in the absence of 
speciﬁc contracts covering operating costs remains to be seen. Most 
state systems pay for students enrolled in for-credit courses and limit 
enrollment in remedial and noncredit courses. If the revenue stream 
generated by training vouchers is not sufﬁcient to cover the increases 
in operational costs associated with serving special needs populations, 
there is simply no incentive mechanism for colleges to provide the sup-
port services necessary for disadvantaged adults to succeed in regular 
for-credit courses. By implication, there are no incentives for colleges 
to initiate non-college-credit vocational training programs. 
Whether colleges ﬁnd ways to create support mechanisms with the 
revenue streams generated by vouchers will largely determine whether 
they remain competitive in this segment of the training market. In the 
end, CBOs with the experience and complementary support programs 
may have the advantage in serving disadvantaged adults. Over time, 
effective community-based training providers are maintaining a niche 
in this market. In any case, given the structure of the act, there are cur-
rently few incentives for community colleges and other educational in-
stitutions that do serve disadvantaged adults to seek partnerships with 
experienced CBOs to develop joint programs. 
Perhaps the greater challenge for local WIBs is to develop an infor-
mation gathering and reporting system that is balanced and fair to all 
types of service providers. One of the critical problems that needs to be 
solved is how to report comparative data for different types of programs 
serving a diverse population.  There is great variability among disad-
vantaged adults both in terms of the skills and experience they bring 
to the job market and in terms of the multiple barriers that may affect 
their successful placement and tenure in a job. It is conceivable that 
CBOs serving the most disadvantaged and community colleges serving 
those with higher literacy and education could be grouped together for 
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comparing outcomes and for measuring program performance. Con-
trary to legislative intent, there may be a disincentive for some training 
programs to accept the hard-to-serve. As the above observations point 
out, CBOs may be placed at a competitive disadvantage to educational 
institutions in a comparison of program outcomes. WIA is extremely 
vague as to the method that will be followed to assess program effec-
tiveness. But because the law mandates that consumer reports be issued 
regularly, states have begun to collect data to be able to develop the 
baseline information necessary to produce the reports. 
In sum, by dividing services into three distinct categories and break-
ing the prior contractual connection between job-readiness services and 
vocational skills training programs, WIA changed the terrain. The above 
discussion suggests it is more likely in the future that different types of 
service providers will cater to certain types of populations. One pattern 
observed in many local areas was that WtW grants were given to large 
organizations that specialized in intake, assessment, and referrals, while 
the actual job-readiness training was subcontracted to smaller CBOs. 
Consequently, given that community colleges will continue to pursue 
the provision of vocational skills training, a new division of responsibil-
ity and specialization is emerging in the industry. 
What, then, is the role that CBOs are assuming in the new WIA-
structured employment training system? CBOs are beginning to deﬁne 
a niche as job-readiness and placement service providers for the most 
disadvantaged job seekers, whether through contracts directly from the 
OSCCs or through those from larger regional intermediaries. We  ob-
serve a similar role when CBOs enter into partnerships with employers 
and community colleges, although such partnerships are relatively few-
er for CBOs than the “intensive service” contracts. Ultimately, not all 
CBOs are positioned to respond to changing conditions in the employ-
ment and training industry. Whether CBOs will be able to succeed in this 
transition and reposition themselves in the emerging system remains an 
open question. What we do know is that preliminary evidence suggests 
that those CBOs that have responded to the challenges posed by federal 
policy devolution by specializing in job readiness and placement pro-
grams and entering into partnerships with OSCCs, with employers, and 
in some instances with community colleges, have been more successful 
than many in adapting their operations to the new policy regime.
Melendez Book.indb   16 12/16/2004   1:35:13 PM
Communities and Workforce Development in the Era of Devolution   17
NEW EVIDENCE ON CRITICAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This section summarizes the ﬁndings from the various studies pre-
sented in this volume. To facilitate discussion, chapters are divided into 
four subsections corresponding to the central themes of the book.  
Emerging Labor Market Intermediaries 
One of the long-lasting impacts of welfare reform has been to at-
tract a host of nontraditional employment and service providers to the 
industry, increasing competition and engendering new practices for a 
more effective service delivery system. But even with these positive 
developments, many questions remain. Most of the new organizations 
implementing employment programs have emphasized job readiness 
and placements. The chapters in this section examine 1) whether these 
organizations provide services to hard-to-serve populations, 2) whether 
the new intermediaries are able to provide job skills training that facili-
tates career advancement in the new economy, and 3) how local politi-
cal forces promote and ﬁnance effective employment systems.
State and local agencies, nonproﬁt organizations, and private ﬁrms 
are increasingly operating as employment service providers in local 
markets, sometimes together. The chapter by M. Bryna Sanger, “Com-
peting for Contracts: Nonproﬁt Survival in an Age of Privatization,” 
examines how new contracting arrangements introduced by welfare 
reform in various localities have forced nonproﬁts to compete with 
for-proﬁts, and how these competitive demands are altering the way 
the nonproﬁt, often community-based organizations, do business. The 
nonproﬁt sector is facing increasing pressure to demonstrate its effec-
tiveness. Many of the traditional employment service providers have 
adapted creatively to the new challenges, improving their performance, 
competing effectively on price, and developing innovative means to 
protect their missions. Many others, however, are struggling. 
The author examines the experience of some of the strongest ex-
isting providers. Case studies include Opportunities Industrialization 
Center (OIC) and United Migrant Opportunity Services (UMOS) in 
Milwaukee and Federation Employment and Guidance Service (FEGS), 
Wildcat Service Corporation, and Goodwill Industries of Greater New 
York—big operators that have had a long history of public service pro-
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vision. However, many CBOs and small and medium-sized providers 
have fewer resources with which to succeed in a more competitive, per-
formance-based environment. Their new roles as subcontractors have 
been more limited and their success is still in question. Little technical 
assistance or management support has been available, except in cases 
such as Seedco’s Nonproﬁt Assistance Corporation (N-PAC). Nonprof-
it innovations formed through collaborative and creative partnerships, 
private fundraising, and status changes (development of for-proﬁt sub-
sidiaries) represent healthy and promising adaptations. However, these 
are the exceptions. Most small nonproﬁts are struggling, and many may 
simply disappear from the industry.
In the following chapter, “CBOs and the One-Stop Career Center 
System,” Ramón Borges-Méndez and Edwin Meléndez examine the 
positioning of CBOs in WIA-structured local systems. As stated in the 
Workforce Investment Act of 1998, the OSCCs are intended to become 
the universal point of entry for all federally funded employment pro-
grams. Job seekers use OSCCs to ﬁnd jobs and information about occu-
pational education programs, and to request and receive career develop-
ment services. The evidence from the study indicates that the majority 
of clients are eligible only for a core set of job search services. Clients 
who are eligible for various social support services are often referred to 
other agencies. The implementation of WIA and welfare reforms modi-
ﬁed CBOs’ position as providers of core, support, and training services. 
This is the ﬁrst study to examine the general positioning of CBOs as ser-
vice providers after WIA was enacted. The authors identify how CBOs 
have been able to directly participate in and inﬂuence the development 
of OSCCs while maintaining their commitment to disadvantaged popu-
lations and communities. 
Using a national, nonrandom scan of OSCC cases and structured 
interviews from 28 CBOs, Borges-Méndez and Meléndez assess the 
evolving relationship between OSCCs and CBOs in the provision of 
employment and training services. CBOs’ positioning with the OSCC 
system, as Sanger argues in the previous chapter, has been uneven be-
cause of the sweeping changes brought by the law and by other lo-
cal environmental and organizational factors such as federal devolu-
tion, and because of the mission, stafﬁng, connectedness and ﬁnancial 
resources of these organizations. The authors identify three types of 
CBO positioning, or contractual relationships, within OSCC systems: 
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1) CBOs as primary operators, 2) CBOs in peer-to-peer networks co-
managing OSCCs with other stakeholders, and 3) CBOs as subordinate 
subcontractors. Overall, the authors conclude that primary operators 
and CBOs that participate in peer-to-peer networks have been equipped 
to assimilate the new mandates, such as work ﬁrst and universal access, 
because of their authority in system governance, experience, and rela-
tional resources. Further, some of these CBOs are adding value to the 
system in areas like program integration. Smaller, less endowed CBOs 
have become subordinate contractors. Some even experience outright 
exclusion from the system. 
The following two chapters focus on nontraditional service provid-
ers—unions and community development corporations (or CDCs) oper-
ating supportive housing. These service providers were attracted to the 
market in part by the new welfare policies and in part by their history 
in responding to the needs of a clearly established constituency. In the 
chapter titled “Union-Sponsored Workforce Development Initiatives,” 
Beverly Takahashi and Edwin Meléndez compare union-led workforce 
development initiatives with community-based and other traditional 
employment programs. The chapter examines three union-sponsored 
initiatives within the framework of prevailing union and workforce 
development trends. New Unionism, which rejects “bread and butter” 
unionism’s exclusionary policies, is the driving force behind union-
sponsored workforce development initiatives. At the same time, factors 
such as industry, region, government policy, union leadership, and prior 
experience inﬂuence the structure of training initiatives. 
The authors ﬁnd that innovative, union-sponsored workforce devel-
opment initiatives are capable of serving the training and employment 
needs of low-wage workers, unions, and industries. Unions can inter-
vene at critical junctures of workforce development: they have special 
knowledge of workplace opportunities, they are connected to employ-
ers’ recruiting networks, and they are able to provide ongoing training 
and mentoring in the workplace. In addition, innovative unions have the 
capacity to assist workers who face multiple barriers to employment by 
developing links to CBOs that serve the disadvantaged, or by structur-
ing support systems similar to those established by CBOs.
Clearly, not all experiences of those entering the employment ser-
vices industry were positive. The example presented by Alex Schwartz, 
Edwin Meléndez, and Sarah Gallagher in the chapter titled “Address-
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ing the Employment Challenge for the Formerly Homeless: Supportive 
Housing in New York City” demonstrates that entry continues to be a 
challenge for organizations that have limited experience with employ-
ment services. CDCs in the ﬁeld of supportive housing provide a cost-
effective means of helping formerly homeless individuals stay off the 
streets and live healthier, more independent lives. However, because 
of welfare reform and increased pressure to move people off public as-
sistance, supportive housing providers, like many other social service 
providers, have become more interested in increasing the employment 
opportunities available to their residents and program participants. 
This chapter examines the employment status of residents in support-
ive housing programs in New York City, the nature of their employ-
ment barriers, the beneﬁts to them of employment, and the ways in 
which supportive housing organizations are attempting to meet resi-
dents’ vocational needs. Despite increased program development and 
innovation, vocational programs run by supportive housing groups do 
not seem to reach a large segment of their target population. Because 
of the many obstacles they face, a relatively small number of residents 
in supportive housing are employed or participating in vocational pro-
grams. The study’s recommendations for improving vocational support 
for residents of supportive housing are 1) to develop a better under-
standing of the market and set realistic outcome expectations to attract 
more supportive housing residents to the existing programs, and 2) to 
revamp operations to improve the effectiveness of programs in helping 
residents to succeed in a competitive labor market.
Overall, the employment services industry underwent a signiﬁcant 
change in the composition of service providers as a result of federal 
reforms of welfare and workforce development policies. In response to 
these policy changes, and in an attempt to be responsive to the needs of 
disadvantaged populations, new players entered the industry and estab-
lished providers adapted their operations. The new local policy regimes 
are established on the premise of increased market competition and per-
formance compliance. The evidence presented by the different authors 
in this section indicates a tendency toward increased concentration in 
the industry with private vendors playing a more active role, particu-
larly in large metropolitan areas where the most proﬁtable opportunities 
exist. Far from conceding their position in the local system, many large 
nonproﬁt and CBO operators have taken advantage of the opportunity 
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and solidiﬁed and expanded their position in the system. A new breed 
of nonproﬁts, which manages large contracts for local welfare agencies, 
and a new breed of CBO, which operates OSCCs, signal the appear-
ance of mission-driven organizations that have successfully adapted 
their programs and operations, improved organizational performance, 
and implemented effective management systems to comply with the 
new regulatory environment. 
Community-Based Workforce Development Initiatives for the 
Information Technology Sector
The second section of the volume focuses on one of the most im-
portant strategies currently being employed by a variety of labor market 
intermediaries. Different community-based organizations, unions, and 
other types of intermediaries are increasingly adopting sectoral strate-
gies to target employment programs at speciﬁc industry subsectors. In 
essence, this strategy seeks to establish long-term relationships between 
the training and service providers and employers in a targeted indus-
try. Some of the principles adopted by practitioners and organizations 
implementing the strategy include a dual-customer approach, training 
for the speciﬁc skills needed by industry, and job-retention support 
services.  Rather than recruit and train workers for a wide range of 
industries and occupations, as is common practice in the industry, sup-
porters of this approach select an industry cluster and focus their efforts 
on that sub-sector of employers in a given industry. This approach has 
several beneﬁts, one of which is better outcomes for participants, but 
practitioners face tremendous challenges when implementing the strat-
egy. These challenges start with ﬁnancing the project, as conventional 
sources often ﬁnd that the intervention is expensive and serves only a 
limited number of workers. Added to that, acceptance from industry has 
been slow.
This section takes a closer look at programs targeting subsectors 
of the IT industry as an example of sector oriented strategies. These 
programs are of great interest to the ﬁeld since they shift training and 
job development toward a fast-growing sector of the economy. The au-
thors examine whether training programs are effective in establishing 
links with industry and in providing career ladders for jobs that pay 
family-sustaining wages. The authors show that there are various com-
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munity-based initiatives, often involving partnerships among several 
organizations, that have created successful sectoral strategies. The ex-
periences of employees in these cases can, in turn, serve as models for 
other practitioners interested in implementing similar strategies.   
The increased use of new information technologies in the econ-
omy presents new challenges and opportunities for workforce devel-
opment organizations. In the ﬁrst paper of the section, “Workforce 
Development in the Information Technology Age,” Michael A. Stoll 
presents a broad overview of programs and effective practices tar-
geting the information technology (IT) industries.  Speciﬁcally, this 
chapter 1) examines the demand for workers and the rising skill re-
quirements in IT jobs, 2) evaluates whether current workforce policy 
is positioned to meet the growing labor market needs in the IT sec-
tor, and 3) investigates how workforce development policy can help 
low-skill workers overcome barriers in the new economy labor mar-
ket. A number of “best practices” are identiﬁed that are likely to 
link low-skill workers to IT jobs. These include employer links, rel-
evant and timely skills training, a mixed approach to training, integrat-
ing community colleges, networking and collaboration among training 
providers, and post-employment assistance.  
The purpose of the second chapter in this section is to discuss how 
the rise of the IT sector has opened a unique window of opportunity 
for community based organizations linking disadvantaged workers to 
the growing sectors of the economy.  In her chapter titled “Community 
Technology Centers: Training Disadvantaged Workers for Informa-
tion Technology Jobs,” Lisa J. Servon examines whether community 
technology centers, a community-based type of skills training program, 
have responded successfully to the challenges of the IT sector.   Though 
the Information Technology Association of America (ITAA) estimates 
the demand for entry level IT workers to be close to a million and these 
jobs tend to pay well, many of these positions are entry level and will go 
unﬁlled because they require speciﬁc skills which need to be upgraded 
continually.  
According to Servon, the rapid change within the IT industry carries 
with it three primary implications for community-based skills training 
programs: First, workforce development programs must be responsive 
to industry needs and constantly update curricula to provide the skills 
demanded by employers.  Second, the traditional concept of job lad-
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ders is called into question, since IT workers tend to move between 
jobs quickly, making traditional measures of job training less useful. 
Third, workers must become lifelong learners.  Training must be seen 
less as a one-time effort than as a lifelong process because graduates of 
training programs will likely continue to need training after placement 
in order to keep their skills current.  Although other institutions occu-
py important niches in the landscape of IT training, community-based 
training programs have placed the greatest emphasis on targeting, train-
ing, and placing disadvantaged workers in IT occupations. The chapter 
concludes by summarizing the lessons and best practices from the com-
munity technology centers’ experience in the ﬁeld.
In the last chapter of this section, Laura Wolf-Powers discusses 
general principles for policymakers and practitioners pursuing sector-
speciﬁc career ladder strategies for low-income workers.  In “Beyond 
the First Job: Career Ladder Initiatives in Information Technology In-
dustries,” Wolf-Powers presents the ﬁndings from case studies of em-
ployment access and career mobility in three community-based career 
ladder initiatives in the telecommunications and related information 
technology (or information infrastructure) industries.
The study ﬁnds that skills training in these sectors has been sim-
pliﬁed by the existence of external certiﬁcations such as the Building 
Industry Consulting Service International installer certiﬁcation and 
the Cisco Certiﬁed Network Associate certiﬁcation. However, to de-
velop interventions that help clients to progress along external career 
ladders, an organization must carefully identify articulation points be-
tween telecommunications and IT skill sets and investigate how access 
to the industry is structured in its particular labor market. Echoing the 
conclusions of other studies, the study ﬁnds that the participation of 
community-based social support and advocacy organizations in train-
ing consortia contributes to program success. The study also concludes 
that institutional and ﬁnancial support from the public sector, especially 
at the local level among WIBs, could improve and expand career ladder 
initiatives for information infrastructure occupations. 
The workforce development ﬁeld has advanced tremendously over 
the past decade, in part spurred by policy reform, and in part because 
of advances in program development and learning from the ﬁeld. Today 
we know much more about effective practices and how to implement 
programs that help disadvantaged workers with career advancement 
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than we did a decade ago. The programs articulating effective skills 
development programs for the IT sector that are presented in the chapter 
are just examples of the advances that have been made in skills training 
in many industries. It is evident from the discussion that when gaining 
technical skills is important for the success of the programs, community 
colleges play a crucial role in structuring successful partnerships and 
effective programs. The changing role of community colleges and their 
positioning in a reconﬁgured industry are the central topics of the next 
section of the volume.   
Recasting the Role of Community Colleges
Among the institutions that have taken the most advantage of pol-
icy reforms are community colleges. Many community colleges have 
created new programs to accommodate the growing demand for job 
readiness programs for welfare recipients.  Often these programs are 
structured like career ladders, allowing former program participants to 
continue their training and education toward industry-sanctioned cer-
tiﬁcates and other credentials. Community colleges are well positioned 
to attract incumbent workers in need of the portable certiﬁcations of 
skill competencies necessary for career advancement. The chapters in-
cluded in this section of the volume address the ability of community 
colleges to adapt to changing policy contexts and the role that colleges 
have played in restructuring the employment services delivery system. 
In many jurisdictions, their involvement has helped change the system 
into one that is more responsive to the needs of the most disadvantaged 
job seekers, more regional in scope, and more open to integrating other 
workforce development partners.
The ﬁrst chapter in this section, “Community Colleges, Welfare Re-
form, and Workforce Development,” by Edwin Meléndez, Luis M. Fal-
cón, Carlos Suárez-Boulangger, Lynn McCormick, and Alexandra de 
Montrichard, examines how, and to what extent, community colleges 
have implemented WtW programs in response to welfare policy chang-
es. The authors found that, in part, the community colleges’ responses 
to welfare reform have been determined by the various regulations en-
acted by state legislatures, as well as by the implementation of those 
regulations and by funding allocations from local authorities. State 
regulations vary tremendously in terms of time limits and deﬁnitions 
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of work-related activities. The degree of ﬂexibility of state guidelines 
regarding the type of job training activities that contribute to program 
participants’ job readiness is particularly important to community col-
leges’ ability to design training programs. The study also ﬁnds that the 
extent to which community colleges have responded to the new policy 
initiatives has been determined primarily by internal factors such as the 
college leadership’s commitment to a comprehensive mission for the 
college, the existence of programs and prior experiences serving the 
disadvantaged, faculty and staff attitudes toward non-degree programs, 
and ongoing relations and collaborations with local labor, businesses, 
industries, and social service agencies.
While most states enacted regulations to encourage community col-
leges and other adult educational institutions to enhance existing or cre-
ate new programs targeting welfare recipients, some local authorities 
enacted policies that in fact made it very difﬁcult for colleges to main-
tain programs serving welfare recipients. In “Innovators Under Duress: 
Community Colleges in New York’s Workfare Setting,” Lynn McCor-
mick shows how New York City policies have inﬂuenced community 
college programs for welfare recipients. Under PRWORA, each state 
is granted ﬂexibility in determining the mix of education, training, and 
workfare activities that it will allow. New York City’s state and local 
policy environments focus on workfare rather than education. Through 
case study research of the city’s community colleges, McCormick ﬁnds 
that, overall, the policy environment has had a chilling effect on new 
programming for welfare recipients. Nevertheless, some exemplary 
programs have emerged. The paper concludes that there are strong pol-
icy “entrepreneurs” outside of government whose responses inﬂuence 
government policies. The interplay between policy entrepreneurs and 
city and state ofﬁcials makes the reinventing government movement a 
more complex and nonlinear process than scholars have indicated.
In the ﬁnal chapter of the section, “Community Colleges as Work-
force Intermediaries: Building Career Ladders for Low-Wage Workers,” 
Joan Fitzgerald argues that community college vocational programs are 
uniquely poised to provide the training needed for low-wage workers 
to advance into better paying jobs. Most of the nation’s community col-
leges have developed short-term training programs, some speciﬁcally 
for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) clients. A few 
community colleges are attempting to build on these programs by offer-
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ing courses and programs for students after initial placement to prepare 
them to advance on the job. Many community colleges also engage in 
economic development activities that provide technical assistance to 
businesses to help them become high performance work organizations. 
In both types of programs, however, community colleges act as labor 
market intermediaries that not only connect supply and demand but also 
attempt to inﬂuence demand. This chapter examines in more detail the 
extent to which community colleges can help to create better paying 
jobs as well as provide the training for people to ﬁll them. The study 
presents three highly successful community college programs that fo-
cus on career ladders or wage progression. These programs have been 
successful in connecting poor people to jobs to which they otherwise 
would not have had access. 
In summary, the community colleges’ effective and creative re-
sponse to the challenge posed by WtW policies has proven that they 
are capable of playing a major role in regional labor markets. In some 
regions of the country, community colleges have shown employers that 
their programs can become reliable partners in providing well-trained 
and reliable workers. To many state labor and social service agencies, 
community colleges have demonstrated that they have the capacity and 
experience to serve a large number of disadvantaged students by creat-
ing specialized support programs and by adapting their existing infra-
structure to meet these students’ needs. Moreover, to community-based 
and church-based organizations, and to business and industry groups, 
community colleges have demonstrated that they can engage in mutual-
ly beneﬁcial collaborations. Community colleges above all can provide 
numerous educational programs for any partnership and can articulate 
short-term vocational training with long-term education. 
An evident conclusion from the discussion presented in the chap-
ters in this section is that, initially, community colleges responded to 
the WtW policy shock by strengthening and transforming existing pro-
grams. However, as colleges became more aggressive in recruiting wel-
fare recipients, a critical mass of colleges created new, more advanced 
and farsighted programs that positioned the schools as comprehensive 
regional labor-market intermediaries. Given the colleges’ experience 
with the WtW initiative and the prominent and favored role assigned 
by WIA to community colleges, it’s no wonder that they, more than any 
other type of intermediary, are capitalizing on the restructuring of the 
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federally funded employment system and becoming the primary pro-
viders of vocational training for adults and out-of-school youth. 
Whether community colleges can continue to assume such a promi-
nent role in the emerging workforce development system will be de-
termined by their ability to transcend their focus on a traditional edu-
cational mission and expand it to be inclusive of, and integrated to, 
workforce development activities and programs. Indeed, the commu-
nity colleges that have evolved into the most signiﬁcant labor interme-
diaries in their regions see themselves as playing a more comprehensive 
role than that of traditional educators. Based on the ﬁndings from the 
studies presented in the volume, these community colleges have a clear 
mission to link education with industry and have engaged in strategies 
to forge alliances and collaborations with employers, government agen-
cies, employer associations, and community groups. The next section of 
the volume examines community-based partnerships and collaborations 
in greater detail.
New Directions in Community Collaborations and Partnerships
Effective strategies to help the working poor advance have involved 
government, the private sector, educational institutions, labor unions, 
churches, CBOs, and social service providers. These institutions serve 
as labor market intermediaries that prepare and connect individuals to 
jobs and support them in their efforts to stay employed and advance 
professionally. However, given the diverse needs of the populations 
served and the wide range of employers targeted for entry level jobs, it 
is difﬁcult for any one organization to provide a truly comprehensive 
array of support services to program participants or to engage in effec-
tive strategies to interest employers in their programs.  Faced with this 
reality of increased demand for services at a time of more competition 
for ﬁnancial resources to provide such services, organizations are ex-
ploring various ways of associating with one another to complement 
their program offerings.  The authors in this section of the book address 
the lessons to be gleaned from effective partnerships and the factors that 
contribute to successful collaborations. They also examine the role that 
different institutions and actors have played in strengthening local and 
regional partnerships and collaborations.
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The ﬁrst chapter of the section is by Héctor R. Cordero-Guzmán. 
Titled “Interorganizational Networks among Community-Based Orga-
nizations,” it examines two questions: 1) why do CBOs enter into net-
works with one another, and, 2) what are some of the main factors in 
successful interorganizational networks among CBOs engaged in work-
force development and other community initiatives? The study’s main 
ﬁnding is that although it takes a signiﬁcant amount of effort to design, 
manage, and maintain interorganizational networks, the payoffs to net-
working can be substantial for CBOs in terms of additional services for 
community residents and more access to resources, information, and ac-
crued knowledge. However, the author cautions that the complementari-
ties between the organizations’ competencies are critical. Lack of under-
standing of such complementarities, or a forced relationship for funding 
or programmatic reasons, will often lead to a failed partnership. 
One of the most important challenges in the ﬁeld is how to establish 
long-lasting relations between employers and training providers. What 
is the role for each of the partners? What are the beneﬁts to employ-
ers of engaging in partnerships with CBOs? In the ﬁnal chapter of the 
section and the book, “Corporate-Community Workforce Development 
Collaborations,” Stacey A. Sutton examines employer perspectives and 
expectations with respect to building and sustaining collaborations with 
CBOs. She also looks at the usefulness of such collaborative relation-
ships in creating opportunities for disadvantaged job seekers. The anal-
ysis is based on the examination of eight cases that are representative of 
a larger group of corporations actively engaged in starting and sustain-
ing workforce development programs. Particular attention is given to 
the level of corporate involvement with CBOs—referred to as external 
or corporate connectedness—and the level of internal corporate support 
for and integration of workforce development practices, or their level 
of cohesiveness. In the end, according to the author, the best jobs are 
created in ﬁrms characterized by both strong external networks with 
community partners and strong internal support among management 
and coworkers. So it is not just networks that matter in creating good 
jobs; ﬁrms also have to be ready to embrace change.
The knowledge that exists in the workforce development ﬁeld about 
partnerships and collaborations, their effectiveness, and the factors that 
motivate different actors to participate in these arrangements continues 
to be limited. However, the two chapters included in this section contrib-
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ute much to our understanding of two types of community-based part-
nerships: those among various actors at the community level, and those 
between community actors and the corporate sector. The ﬁrst is focused 
on a more coherent utilization of community resources, while the sec-
ond is concerned with establishing bridges to mainstream employment 
opportunities for disadvantaged workers. Clearly, partnerships and col-
laborations have been instrumental in determining the workforce inter-
mediaries that are more capable of taking advantage of the changes in 
policy that are redeﬁning the employment services industry. They also 
have helped in facilitating the success of sectoral strategies, in structur-
ing community college programs that serve welfare recipients, and in 
all aspects of the employment service delivery structure as examined by 
the various authors in this volume. 
CONCLUSIONS
Workforce development is a relatively new intellectual and profes-
sional ﬁeld. Although the “employment and training,” “social services,” 
“economic development,” and corporate “human resources” ﬁelds pre-
ceded its development, it is only in recent years that these streams of 
intellectual and professional practice have converged to advance a new 
discipline.  Workforce development as a ﬁeld of study encompasses 
the traditional social and supportive services necessary for job seekers 
to succeed in the labor market, as well as employer services and em-
ployer-intermediary relationships that inﬂuence successful recruitment 
and incorporation of workers into the workplace, career advancement, 
and increased productivity. 
In this volume we examine how programming by different institu-
tions and innovative professional practices are converging to transform 
the employment services industry. It is widely acknowledged by practi-
tioners and other professionals in the ﬁeld that the employment services 
industry has undergone considerable evolution over the past decade. 
System reforms have been partly induced by the dynamics of a rapidly 
changing economic environment and by a succession of policy shocks 
during the 1990s. The long economic expansion of the 1990s created 
favorable labor market conditions for the low-skilled, entry-level seg-
ment of the market, a reversal of  the previous decade’s pattern in which 
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the more educated workers beneﬁted the most from economic growth. 
Consequently, during the past decade employers in many industries 
have been more willing to experiment with recruitment and training 
programs targeting the disadvantaged. 
Throughout the volume, the authors present evidence document-
ing how various policy reforms at the national, state, and local levels 
have induced employment services providers to revamp their opera-
tions to improve placement, retention, and other outcomes for program 
participants. The most recent wave of system reforms began with the 
enactment and implementation of TANF and WIA. Taken as a whole, 
these reforms promoted the principles of universal access, integration 
of federal funding streams, devolution of policy to local authorities, and 
the philosophical primacy of work experience (work ﬁrst) as a start-
ing point for employment services. WIA focused on outcomes and per-
formance-based management. As a result, many new programs were 
started by nontraditional institutions, many of the traditional programs 
underwent a rapid transformation of operations, and many others left 
the industry. 
The studies presented in the volume constitute a ﬁrst step towards 
a comprehensive assessment of the role that community organizations 
have played in the revamping of the employment services industry. 
One of the most signiﬁcant developments in the employment services 
industry today is the evolution of traditional service providers into a 
new type of labor market intermediary that simultaneously focuses on 
both the needs of job seekers and those of employers. The new labor 
market intermediaries have achieved a fundamental transformation of 
their services, which were previously oriented towards the provision of 
employment services to job seekers at the expense of responding to the 
needs of employers. 
One of the most meaningful conclusions that can be derived from 
the discussion presented by the studies included in this volume is that, 
while many institutions offer employment services, the participation of 
CBOs has been a deﬁning element in the majority of successful initia-
tives. Community organizations are a critical component of an inte-
grated approach to economic and social development. One of the most 
deﬁning characteristics of the new type of labor market intermediary 
is its emphasis on partnerships, networking, and collaborations as a 
mechanism to leverage resources in a highly competitive environment. 
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Collectively, the authors of the studies present an extensive discussion 
and assessment of the role of partnerships in workforce development. 
The book includes several in-depth case studies of successful initiatives 
anchored by partnerships among employers, CBOs, educational institu-
tions, and government organizations.
Finally, understanding the role of community-based initiatives and 
the diverse types of organizations and institutions that compose the em-
ployment services industry infrastructure is particularly important in 
the context of public policy reform. WIA is intended to promote compe-
tition among service providers and has made it more difﬁcult for CBOs 
to participate in local systems as service providers. Yet, based on the 
evidence presented in the volume, CBOs continue to play a positive 
and synergetic role in the system. Collectively, the authors included 
in the volume advise policymakers to take into consideration the con-
tributions from community initiatives when reauthorizing WIA and to 
strengthen the community-based training options available to TANF re-
cipients. Both of these issues have been at the center of congressional 
debates as lawmakers proceed with the reauthorization of the two most 
important legislative initiatives in recent years.
Notes
 1. In this context, we refer to community-based initiatives as those programs and 
collaborations that involve one or several community-based organizations, social 
agencies, or groups (e.g., religious) that have a primary focus on neighborhoods 
and disadvantaged populations. These initiatives often include partners from 
several institutions.
 2. See Chapter 13 in this volume for examples of these programs. 
 3. For the discussion in this Chapter, CBOs are a subset of nonproﬁt organizations. 
CBOs will often have a community focus, and area residents primarily integrate 
their boards. CBOs also will often provide multiple services to residents. In con-
trast, nonproﬁt organizations are frequently afﬁliates of national membership or-
ganizations; they provide services to a broader area, and their programs tend to 
focus on employment.
 4. See Chapter 2.
 5. See Chapter 2.
 6. The following discussion is based on an interpretation of the available literature 
on the topic, particularly of the studies presented by the various authors included 
in this volume. States are having difﬁculty collecting data under WIA in part 
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because of difﬁculties with information management. The costs, technical dif-
ﬁculties, and expertise requirements of implementing information management 
systems to collect performance data are limiting states’ ability to meet WIA man-
dates. Thus, many states, at least until now, have been unable to report on all of 
these measures, especially those that require unemployment insurance (UI) re-
cords to measure earnings over the six-month post-program completion period.
 7. In actuality, many local authorities have enacted regulations that allow for the 
provision of intensive services to qualifying participants after the initial assess-
ment. In a few localities, training services are also made available to qualifying 
participants while they are still receiving intensive services. Since this has been 
one of the most confusing and contentious aspects of the law, it is likely that with 
the reauthorization of WIA the act will be clariﬁed to allow for the immediate 
assignment of intensive or training services to qualifying applicants. 
 8. See Chapter 3.
 9. See Chapter 3.
 10. See Chapter 9.
 11. To our knowledge, very few jurisdictions have actually implemented this aspect 
of the act.
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Competing for Contracts
Nonproﬁt Survival in an Age of Privatization
M. Bryna Sanger
New School University
Competition among private providers in the delivery of employment 
training services may not be new, but the entrance of a few national, 
for-proﬁt corporations has recently begun to reshape the employment 
training industry following the lifting of restrictions provided for under 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Corporate players 
are changing the rules of the game in areas with a long and stable his-
tory of public-nonproﬁt partnerships, and the competitive pressures that 
emanate from the “work ﬁrst” imperatives are of particular concern—
especially for community-based organizations. Thus, the question of 
whether privatization in a performance-based environment will result 
in better services or distort and ultimately drive out essential, mission-
driven programs bears scrutiny. 
New contracting requirements and competitive demands that force 
nonproﬁts to compete with for-proﬁts can change their priorities, requir-
ing them to choose between meeting the market test and maintaining 
commitments to their primary mission. After all, “work ﬁrst” eschews, 
in large part, longer and more intensive education and training in fa-
vor of direct job placement and short-term job readiness skills. Federal 
mandates to the states for caseload engagement place signiﬁcant pres-
sure on states and localities to meet their placement targets. There is 
also a desire by local ofﬁcials to reduce costs, improve performance, 
and circumvent the constraints on ﬂexibility and innovation imposed 
by public employee unions. Several jurisdictions have chosen competi-
tive, performance-based contract arrangements as a solution to these 
pressures, awarding million-dollar contracts to a few large, proﬁt-driv-
37
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en corporations over community-based providers (Barnow and Trutko 
2002). 
This new service environment places enormous demands on all 
participants and will likely determine the success of many. High per-
forming, mission-driven organizations must change to remain relevant. 
But regardless of their merits under a competitive, performance-based 
system, nonproﬁts and community-based providers have held a unique 
place in the civic infrastructure and historically have played a critical 
role in the job training and placement arena by providing specialized 
services for a diversity of needs in the community. CBOs losing out 
to for-proﬁt providers may have profound effects on the quality and 
appropriateness of the services available—services that would change 
when product standardization is required to achieve economies. The 
speed and scale of change have allowed little systematic evaluation of 
CBOs’ strategies and service records, and advocates of the poor, tradi-
tional providers, and public policy observers question the wisdom of 
rushing into public contracting with private ﬁrms. This chapter takes a 
look at nonproﬁts competing with for-proﬁt providers in four jurisdic-
tions. Our assessment of the likely effect of the changing environment 
pays particular attention to its impact on these indispensable social in-
stitutions. 
The competitive contracting environment created by reengineered 
welfare reform delivery systems is a mixed blessing at best. Some of the 
market incentives have worked in the expected direction by improving 
organizational and service performance and increasing innovation and 
creative adaptations, as seen in a number of nonproﬁts. Likewise, as 
we shall see in upcoming chapters, many CBO-operated employment 
programs owe their success as well as their survival in this evolving 
industry to effective and creative interorganizational networking, which 
enables them to combine strengths and share administrative functions. 
Intermediaries play an important role in setting up these arrangements. 
Such examples do exist in the face of competition for TANF contract 
awards, including cases of for-proﬁt–nonproﬁt allegiances. CBOs have 
historically capitalized on high quality placements and the profes-
sional training capacity that for-proﬁt partnerships can provide. They 
now stand to beneﬁt from their access to start-up capital and the tech-
nologically sophisticated systems needed to function under these new 
mandates. For-proﬁts have in turn beneﬁted from subcontracting ar-
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rangements with community-based providers, tapping into their local 
expertise while averting the political backlash that can arise from the 
commercialization of this sensitive service environment. 
Our investigation has revealed, however, that mutually beneﬁcial 
for-proﬁt–nonproﬁt partnering, and even examples of successful non-
proﬁt collaborations, tend to be more the exception than the rule under 
this system. As they compete for Welfare-to-Work contracts, nonprof-
its in our four sites are experiencing considerable stress in making the 
necessary shifts to become more businesslike in organizational design, 
management, stafﬁng, and culture. The degree of difﬁculty experienced 
varies considerably among nonproﬁt and for-proﬁt organizations of dif-
ferent size, experience, sophistication and philosophy. Nonproﬁts vary 
dramatically among themselves—as much or more than they do from 
their for-proﬁt competitors. For this reason, the increasing seductive-
ness of large government contracts and a desire to make a difference 
in a reengineered human services industry must be tempered by a bal-
anced assessment of mission and capacities. The pressure exerted by 
private-sector competitors in all our sites is considerable, and all CBOs 
understand the tall challenges they face. 
THE RECONNAISSANCE MISSION
In the absence of any existing national survey data that examine 
the impact of these new competitive demands on nonproﬁt providers, 
we undertook a reconnaissance mission to seek out existing arrange-
ments in jurisdictions that have introduced innovations in the provision 
of services. Four jurisdictions, San Diego, Milwaukee, New York, and 
Houston (see Table 2.1) were selected based on meeting our criteria: 
1) introduction of competition among vendors from each of the sec-
tors, and 2) a change in the number and character of contractors serving 
TANF clients. These case studies include big operators that have had 
a long history in the provision of public services, as well as medium-
sized and smaller agencies that have limited access to the resources and 
capital necessary to compete in a performance-based environment. 
We can discern three types of experiences. Many large, experienced 
and competent organizations are meeting the challenge and, in many 
cases, improving their organizational systems, staff, and programming. 
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Houston Milwaukee New York San Diego
TANF client 
placement
Clients assigned to 1 of 30 
career centers by zip code.
Clients assigned to 1 of 6 
geographic regions, each 
with a sole provider.
TANF contracts are referred 
by Human Resources Ad-
ministration (HRA) ﬁrst to 
a Skills Assessment and Job 
Placement Center (SAP) 
contractor. If still without 
employment, client will be 
referred by HRA to an Em-
ployment Services and Job 
Placement Center (ESP) 
contractor.
Clients are assigned to 1 of 
6 geographic regions, each 
with a sole provider.
Providers and 
sites per  
provider
6 contractors, each with 
multiple career centers.
5 contractors, all serving a 
single region except 1 that 
has received 2 regions.
5 contractors with the SAP 
contracts, 12 contractors 
with the ESP contracts.
2 contractors run single 
regions, while both county 
ofﬁcials and ACS State 
and Local Solutions run 2 
regions.
Services pro-
vided to TANF 
clients
Centers are assigned TANF 
clients; receive case man-
agement services including 
assessment, employment 
planning, job readiness and 
job search; refer clients 
for intensive job and basic 
skills training and on-the-
job training.
Contractors complete eli-
gibility determination and 
provide complete services 
all the way through job 
training and placement.
SAP contractors receive 
TANF clients and provide 
skills assessments and ser-
vices through preliminary 
job placement centers.
ESP contractors are referred 
clients who are not placed 
by the SAP contractors; 
they offer more intensive 
employment services and 
job training and placement.
Centers are assigned cli-
ents; they handle all case-
management duties includ-
ing appraisal, assessment, 
and job search training; if 
clients do not succeed in 
ﬁnding employment, they 
are referred to a work place-
ment network.
Table 2.1  Overview of Contract Characteristics in Four Cities
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Bidding  
process
Request for proposal. Request for proposal. Negotiated acquisition 
process.
Request for proposal.
Contract 
structure and 
measurement 
parameters
Cost reimbursement: each 
contractor must achieve 
certain levels for eligible 
served, clients receiving 
continued service, clients 
entering employment, and 
clients employed above 
minimum wage.
Pay for performance: con-
tractors must achieve and 
can receive bonuses for 
achieving an entered-em-
ployment placement rate, 
average wage rate, job re-
tention rate, available health 
insurance beneﬁts, full and 
proper engagement, and 
basic education/job skills 
activities. Two optional 
measurements (faith-based 
contracts and basic educa-
tion/job skills attainment) 
may be substituted for the 
bonus portion of 2 of the 
above categories.
Pay for performance: 
SAP—payment is given for 
assessment, engagement in 
employment activities, job 
placement (higher rate for 
30+ hours), with a bonus 
given for high wages and 
90-day placement.
ESP—a percentage of base 
rate or a ﬂat fee is paid for 
placement and 90-day re-
tention, while a higher ﬂat 
fee is paid for high wages, 
left welfare, or placement 
for 180 days.
Pay for performance: cer-
tain amounts are paid for 
participant engagement, 
active caseload, 30-day 
employment, and 180-day 
employment.
Level of sub-
contracting
Relatively little. Extensive. Very little for SAP, exten-
sive for ESP.
Very little.
SOURCE: Contract information provided by the following organizations: Houston Department of Human Services, Gulf Coast 
Workforce Board; Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development; Ofﬁce of Contracts, New York City Comptrollers Ofﬁce; County 
of San Diego, Contract Operations.
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Even as they do so, however, the demands and philosophy of TANF 
impose programmatic emphases that compromise organizational values 
and challenge long-standing missions. Others, less ﬁscally sound, ﬁnd it 
a struggle to develop the capacity to meet the ﬁnancial and management 
demands of the contracts but have temporarily managed to stay aﬂoat 
through a variety of innovative, short-term survival strategies. A third 
group is at more immediate risk, unable to make the sizable ﬁnancial 
and organizational investments to compete, and unwilling to capitulate 
to the fundamental challenges to their missions that performance-based 
contracts entail. 
In the sections that follow we discuss the current status of the 
nonproﬁt sector in the context of this changing environment. We next 
examine the differences in nonproﬁts’ motivations for competing for 
contracts and the differential effects that their recent adjustments are 
having. We conclude by highlighting the potential dangers for nonprof-
its while citing a few promising examples of effective adaptations and 
solutions to the ongoing challenge of competition. 
STAYING IN THE GAME 
These have been turbulent times for nonproﬁts. The past two de-
cades have witnessed phenomenal growth in the nonproﬁt sector, even 
as critics and expert observers have sounded the alarm. The future of 
the sector is under constant scrutiny, but observers’ judgments about its 
condition depend upon whether they have an optimistic or a pessimistic 
outlook. Paul Light (1999) shows how today’s policy environment has 
put pressure on nonproﬁts to change and has caused many organiza-
tions to feel the squeeze from several sides. Even so, he reminds us 
that the sector has grown in the dollars it receives from contributors 
and government, the size and professionalism of its workforce, and the 
degree to which it inspires career aspirations in a new generation who 
increasingly see the nonproﬁt sector as their destination (Light 1999). 
Nevertheless, the sector is being compelled to demonstrate its effective-
ness. Increasingly compared with both the public and the private sector, 
nonproﬁts are being asked to justify their competence and relevance. 
Calls to demonstrate performance in program outcomes, good ﬁscal 
and organizational management, and efﬁciency have been mounting 
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from a more sophisticated donor base, funding institutions, boards of 
directors, professionalized staff, and government. Reform movements 
are besetting the sector (Light 1997, 2000).
Government contracts and funding represent an ever-increasing 
portion of nonproﬁts’ income. In 1982, 56 percent of all social services 
and 48 percent of all employment and training services ﬁnanced by gov-
ernment were delivered by nonproﬁts (Salamon 1995, p. 88). Between 
1992 and 1998, public support for employment and training nonproﬁts 
increased by 44 percent (Lampkin and Pollak 2002, Table 5.8). Today, 
the government-funded portion of social services’ income remains high. 
Although recent data on sources of funding for nonproﬁt employment 
and training providers alone are hard to ﬁnd, 1997 data on the portion 
of revenue that nonproﬁt social-service organizations received from 
government sources put the ﬁgure in excess of 52 percent (Lampkin 
and Pollak 2002, pp. 100–101). This ﬁgure probably underestimates 
the percentage among employment and training providers, where non-
proﬁts still provide the bulk of services to state and local governments 
and for whom government funding historically made up the single larg-
est source of funding.
While the increasing reliance of state and local governments on 
nonproﬁts to deliver social services has resulted in considerable growth, 
it has also made these organizations vulnerable to changes in govern-
ment expenditures and policies. A study that analyzed the impact of 
federal welfare waivers on human services nonproﬁts in the 53 largest 
metropolitan areas from 1992 to 1996 found that 26 percent failed over 
the period (Twombly 2000b). Another study of 13,500 nonproﬁts most 
likely to be affected by welfare reform found that of the 83 percent that 
were providing core services (including employment-related services), 
revenue was growing, but for a majority of those, expenditures were 
growing faster. Only 41 percent of these nonproﬁts had positive net bal-
ances for the two years of the latter study, 1992 and 1994 (De Vita 1999, 
p. 221). These data highlight the considerable vulnerability that non-
proﬁts have to policy and funding changes. Some are better capitalized 
and managed; others have more diverse funding streams allowing them 
greater resiliency and adaptability to changing policy demands and eco-
nomic ﬂuctuations.1 And those nonproﬁts that fail are quickly replaced 
by new entrants—at a rate of three human service providers for each 
one that fails (Twombly 2000b). What seems clear amid the turnover 
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is that greater competition, increasing dependence on government, and 
changing standards and expectations for nonproﬁt performance pose 
serious challenges for the future.
Fiscal, economic, and effectiveness crises represent ongoing chal-
lenges for nonproﬁt institutions, but Lester Salamon (1997) has iden-
tiﬁed a more fundamental crisis in the nonproﬁt sector as being one 
of legitimacy (Salamon 1997, p. 41). Salamon poses the problem as a 
fundamental moral and political challenge that questions the sector’s 
continued raison d’etre. Wedded to a nineteenth century image of char-
ity and altruism, public support for nonproﬁts in the wake of their com-
mercialization, public partnerships, and professionalization appears to 
be on the decline, Salamon (1997) says:  
The nonproﬁt sector is thus being hoisted on its own mythology. 
Having failed to make clear to the American public what its role 
should be in a mature mixed economy, the sector has been thrown 
on the defensive by revelations that it is not operating the way its 
mythology would suggest. A massive gap has thus opened between 
the modern reality of a sector intimately involved with govern-
ment and moving into commercialization in the wake of govern-
ment cutbacks, and the popular image of a set of community based 
institutions mobilizing purely voluntary energies to assist those in 
need. (p. 42)
Nonproﬁts—both large institutions and smaller CBOs—engaged in 
Welfare-to-Work contracting are obliged to reexamine their missions, 
governance, and ways of operating, especially in a competitive per-
formance-based service environment. Success requires that they com-
pare themselves with private, for-proﬁt ﬁrms and elevate market values 
in their decision-making about what challenges to pursue and how to 
pursue them. As nonproﬁts move through transition in this environ-
ment, they are more like the “shadow state,” says Wolch (1990): ever in 
conﬂict about the autonomy they can maintain and the participatory or 
democratic objectives they can pursue. “As the sector struggles to main-
tain itself and develop, it faces a difﬁcult dilemma: to rely increasingly 
on opportunities linked to state privatization initiatives (and, hence, 
subject itself to increasing state control), or to maintain independence 
of organizational purpose but face a continuing struggle for survival 
and resources. Either way, the sector’s survival remains at risk” (Wolch 
1990, p. 19). 
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BEING IN THE GAME BUT KEEPING YOUR SOUL 
Nonproﬁts that succeeded in the bidding process in the four cities 
we visited were generally experienced service providers with a history 
of contracting to government and with missions focused on serving dis-
advantaged populations. Many, but not all, had provided case manage-
ment, employability assessment, job placement, and training services 
under a variety of government funding streams and private philanthrop-
ic resources. Many also had some degree of skepticism about a future 
under a competitive contract process with for-proﬁt organizations, but 
most were motivated to participate by a commitment to serve low-in-
come populations, as was consistent with their missions.
 Most of those we interviewed held the view that the world is chang-
ing. As Nancy Liu of the Chinese Community Center in Houston said, 
“If you are behind the wagon, then you are behind the wagon no matter 
what. It doesn’t matter what kind of heart that you have. There is just 
no  money for you to have a good heart and not see what the bottom 
line is.”2 Although the role of nonproﬁt providers in the design of new 
delivery systems and contracts varied and some long-term providers 
expressed dismay about the lack of consultation in the system redesign 
process, all felt that given their experience and mission they should 
have a role in a redesigned system. One nonproﬁt executive, Sister Ra-
monda Duvall, executive director of Catholic Charities in San Diego, 
described the motivation in these terms: “We bid because we didn’t 
trust the city to deal fairly with the poor. We wanted to have a voice at 
the table. The for-proﬁts have no mission or commitment toward the 
poor. We thought, ‘Once they get a foothold, the nonproﬁts would be 
out of business.’”3 In a presentation before a group of welfare admin-
istrators from around the country, Sister Duvall further described the 
motivation of Catholic Charities as emanating directly from its mission. 
The federal legislation compelled the organization, she said, to embrace 
“a unique opportunity to do it right” (Duvall 2000).
 In Houston, the Community Services branch of the local AFL-CIO 
bid on a contract and won. Choosing to capitulate to the realities of 
prevailing policy rather than relinquish its role, Community Services 
competed in an arena that labor unions have historically opposed enter-
ing. Loath to undermine the role of public employee unions in provid-
ing public services, labor unions have consistently opposed the practice 
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of contracting services out, and have opposed privatization in particu-
lar. However, the local AFL-CIO director, Richard Shaw, explained the 
situation in terms similar to those Sister Duvall used: that if allowing 
for-proﬁts to compete was the direction the state was headed in, labor 
could not afford to sit out and lose its opportunity to be part of the com-
petition.4 
The nonproﬁt response to the changing environment is clearly a 
marriage of pragmatism and social mission. Among our interviewees, 
there was the recognition that this was the only game in town—a game 
where the players were eligible for far more resources than most had 
ever been awarded in a single contract before. (See Figure 2.1.) But this 
assessment was balanced by a view voiced by most of those we spoke 
to: that this was the business they were in, and they had a mission-driv-
en belief that they could do it better. Amalia Betanzos, the President of 
Wildcat Service Corporation, which has a $54.7 million contract with 
the city of New York, was particularly enthusiastic about her organiza-
tion’s ability to thrive under a performance-based contract and eager to 
demonstrate Wildcat’s superiority as a provider. “We have always ex-
ceeded our benchmarks so we are pleased with performance-based con-
tracts,” she said. “We want to get paid for our results and will do well 
under this system. If you are good, competition is useful—compared to 
for-proﬁts, our motivations are different: This is our business—this is 
their opportunity.”5 
Many nonproﬁt heads even claimed they welcomed competition 
from the private sector because they found that the competitive pressures 
made them better, and that the ﬁnancial structure of their operations and 
their long experience in the community dealing with employers and 
disadvantaged clients gave them a comparative advantage. Most of the 
nonproﬁts we spoke to—and the majority of nonproﬁt contractors who 
won bids in the latest round—were relatively well capitalized and had 
been in the business a long time. Compared to the new entrants into the 
system, Betanzos said, “we know exactly what we are.”6 Even so, asset 
levels, even for large nonproﬁts, are often rather low in comparison to 
the size of contracts they are taking. (See Figure 2.1 and Table 2.2.)
Goodwill Industries of New York, for example, is a large, well-es-
tablished player nationally and in the New York provider community 
and has been in business for more than 80 years. It runs a thrift shop that 
recycles, repairs, and cleans used items like clothing and furniture to be 
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Figure 4-1. Nonprofit Income and Assets (2000) Compared with 
Contract Amount (2001)
Millions of dollars
Source: Information from www.guidestar.org. Ten out of thirteen contract providers are 
included for which data were available.
Note: Goodwill = Goodwill Industries (New York); FEGS = Federal Employment and 
Guidance Services (New York); CWE = Consortium for Worker Education (New York); 
Emp. Solutions = Employment Solutions (Milwaukee); OIC = Opportunities Industrial-
ization Center of Greater Milwaukee; UMOS = United Migrant Opportunities Services 
(Milwaukee); SER = SER-Jobs for Progress (Houston).
0 20 40 60 80 100
Income
Assets
Contract amount
Catholic
Charities
(San Diego)
SER
AFL-CIO
(Houston)
UMOS
OIC
Emp.
Solutions
CWE
FEGS
Goodwill
NY Urban
League
Figure 2.1  Nonproﬁt Income and Assets (2000) Compared with Contract 
Amount (2001)
           Millions of dollars
NOTE: Goodwill = Go dwill Industries (New York); F   r l ployment 
and Guidance Services (New York); CWE = Consortium for Worker Education 
(New York); Emp. Solutions = Employment Solutions (Milwaukee); OIC = Op-
portunities Industrialization Center of Greater Milwaukee; UMOS = United Migrant 
Opportunities Services (Milwaukee); SER = SER–Jobs for Progress (Houston).
SOURCE: Information from www.guidestar.org. Ten out of 13 contract providers for 
which data were available are included.
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Table 2.2  County Contracts, Comparing Contract Size to Asset Level of Contractor
Contractor Sector Contract size ($) Assets ($) Income ($)
Milwaukee 
Contract period 2002–2003
YW Works For-proﬁt 65,252,410
UMOS Nonproﬁt 66,517,591 20,391,592 10,031,453
OIC of Greater Milwaukee Inc. Nonproﬁt 36,940,478 1,036,517 33,363,611
MAXIMUS For-proﬁt 36,940,478
San Diego 
Contract period 1998–2002
ACSa For-proﬁt 26,442,940
MAXIMUS For-proﬁt 23,967,062
Catholic Charities Nonproﬁt 11,018,718 8,347,702 12,650,131
San Diego County Agencies Gov’t entity
Houston  
Contract period 2000–2001
Houston Works Nonproﬁt 6,988,386 24,000,000
SER–Jobs for Progress Nonproﬁt 1,311,072 1,176,734 3,144,020
Lockheed/ACS For-proﬁt 3,695,022
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Interfaith Nonproﬁt 4,741,718
Gulfcoast Careers of Harris County Gov’t entity 3,463,901
Community Services Program of the 
AFL-CIO
Nonproﬁt 582,768 379,645 1,563,779
New York 
Contract period 1999–2002
SAP Contractors
Association for Research and 
Behavior
For-proﬁt 17,797,500
Curtis & Associatesb For-proﬁt 26,932,500
FEGS Nonproﬁt 20,160,000 80,419,722 100,282,051
MAXIMUS For-proﬁt 3,000,000
Goodwill Industries Nonproﬁt 35,437,500 27,287,285 39,386,149
ESP Contractors
America Works of New York For-proﬁt 30,630,000
Career and Educational 
Consultants
For-proﬁt 14,355,000
Consortium for Worker Education Nonproﬁt 8,250,000 33,836,345 7,531,841
New York Urban League Nonproﬁt 10,197,000 4,780,896 8,182,268
Curtis & Associates For-proﬁt 35,805,000
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a IMS was sold recently by Lockheed Martin to Afﬁliated Computer Services (ACS), a technology ﬁrm based in Dallas. ACS is a 
Fortune 1000 company that operates 79 one-stops with 59 contracts in 36 locations around the country. Because most of the contract 
activity analyzed here came before the merger, reference will be to Lockheed Martin IMS throughout.
b Curtis & Associates was renamed Concera in 2002. In 1998, Benova Inc., headquartered in Portland, Oregon, was acquired by 
AFSA Data Corporation, itself a wholly owned afﬁliate of FleetBoston Financial Corporation. Benova acquired Curtis & Associates, 
headquartered in Kearney, Nebraska, in 2000. In 2002, Benova, Curtis & Associates, and the government contracting division of AFSA 
Data Corporation, headquarted in Long Beach, California, became the Concera Corporation. Concera specializes in contracting with 
federal, state, and local government agencies to provide a wide range of business process outsourcing solutions.
SOURCE: Information on assets and income from www.guidestar.org as of FY 2000. Blank = not applicable.
Table 2.2  (continued)
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sold in its retail shops across the city. Goodwill uses these businesses to 
train the disabled, low-income populations, and youth for private sector 
employment. In an interview, CEO Rex Davidson identiﬁed the com-
parative advantages Goodwill has in philosophy and operations over its 
competitors (both for-proﬁt and nonproﬁt) for Welfare-to-Work. Hav-
ing its own business gives it independence in how it conducts on-the-
job training. Goodwill’s multiple funding sources—from its business 
activities and from philanthropy—reduce its dependence on govern-
ment. “We have an efﬁcient model to produce programs and service: 
we use for-proﬁt management techniques and sophisticated systems of 
ﬁnancial management which result in audits that always pass scruti-
ny,” Davidson said. “We run businesses and embrace business-oriented 
management techniques. We are reliable, and our results are predict-
able. We have the lowest overhead in the country and can fund our op-
erations up-front through high capitalization . . . We’re here, and we’ll 
be here when the money dries up.” Furthermore, Goodwill supervisors 
can place clients in employment in their own industry. “We believe in 
the power of work,” Davidson said. “If you don’t work you can’t learn 
to work . . . The dignity of employment—you can’t replace that.”7
Given its scale, reputation, experience, business-oriented values, 
and relationships with employers, Goodwill would appear to be an ideal 
contractor for the city. Indeed, it holds two of the largest contracts in 
New York City’s reengineered welfare delivery system. However, chal-
lenges loom over the new mega-contracts. At a combined $84 million 
for the two contracts over three years,8 the contract dollars represent 
three times Goodwill’s asset base, an amount that makes the organiza-
tion highly vulnerable to the city’s funding and policy shifts. Although 
Davidson argued, “Competition is good. It makes us better, as long 
as it’s not the be all and end all,” Goodwill’s performance at the time 
placed it below average among its competitors in the percentage of cli-
ents placed and in last place for retention—this despite its articulated 
commitment to follow up with clients on the job and its subcontracts 
with many CBOs that provide specialized services in the communities 
where they are located.9 Whether Goodwill’s performance problems 
stem from the scale of its operations, the performance of its subcontrac-
tors, or the city’s generally acknowledged difﬁculties in referring an 
adequate number of assessed clients, it is clear that even highly capable 
and experienced providers are having difﬁculties in this environment.
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The big dilemma for the large, stable nonproﬁts is whether they 
will compromise their mission of putting the client ﬁrst and provid-
ing to each client what he or she needs. Performance-based contracts 
and current payment levels favor rapid placement of clients and few 
specialized services, which must be paid for out of the ﬁxed maximum 
payments for which contractors are eligible. Many of the nonproﬁt 
leaders we spoke to bemoan the structure and incentives of the con-
tracts themselves. The Women’s Housing and Economic Development 
Corporation (WHEDCO), unable, on its own, to compete for a prime 
contract, became a partner with America Works and a subcontractor to 
Wildcat Service Corporation in the reengineered service delivery sys-
tem in New York. WHEDCO’s president, Nancy Biberman, describes 
the problem this way: 
The ESP [Employment Services and Job Placement] program and 
contracts were never intended to result in viable jobs for welfare 
recipients. The rapid reduction of the welfare caseload was the 
public policy mandate out of which the ESP program was creat-
ed. The ESP contracts were children of shortsighted social policy 
and privatization ideology, which have proven both costly and in-
appropriate in the human services sector . . . The contracts were 
structured to provide ﬁnancial incentives for ‘rapid labor market 
attachment’ (the expressly stated goal of HRA [Human Resources 
Administration] Commissioner Jason Turner). Consequently, at 
best they provided quick job placements and woefully unsatisfac-
tory job retention outcomes. The policy has proven egregiously 
myopic. The current labor market contraction has left those with 
the poorest skills most vulnerable to layoffs. Had the ESP contracts 
been structured to enable participants to develop marketable skills 
before diving into low-wage dead-end jobs, perhaps long-term job 
retention could have been achieved. But the payment milestones 
in these ‘performance-based’ contracts, coupled with WEP [The 
Work Experience Program], forced even the most mission-driven 
providers into unconscionable work.” (Biberman 2001, p. 4)
WHEDCO described itself as the poster child for employment and 
training providers because it embraces a holistic approach to meet-
ing clients’ needs. An association with America Works should there-
fore have boosted the visibility and legitimacy of America Works. In 
an arrangement brokered by the Local Initiatives Support Corporation 
(LISC), a community development intermediary, WHEDCO devel-
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oped a for-proﬁt subsidiary to partner with America Works on America 
Works’ $30 million New York City contract. But the relationship quick-
ly soured. As its partner, WHEDCO found America Works’ service to 
clients inadequate and saw its proﬁt-maximizing behavior as robbing 
clients of needed support services. Indeed, as a mission-driven nonproﬁt 
that served more than 50 percent of America Works’ clients, WHEDCO 
had to cross-subsidize its payments per placement from America Works 
with other resources in order to provide the needed support services 
for its clients. “We barely broke even on the arrangement because we 
provided layer upon layer of solid supportive services,” Biberman said. 
“But it was our investment that made America Works’ performance so 
good.”
WHEDCO terminated its relationship with America Works in the 
spring of 2001 because of serious differences in approach and philoso-
phy. America Works objected to the time and cost WHEDCO incurred 
in providing additional social services, thereby hurting its bottom line. 
WHEDCO claimed that America Works’ highly favorable performance 
outcomes reﬂected the signiﬁcant investment WHEDCO had made in 
supplementing services, not the placements America Works made itself. 
Regardless, the strategy seemed to work for America Works, which cur-
rently outperforms all other New York City contractors on both place-
ment and retention. 
The dissolution of this relationship reﬂects a considerable dispar-
ity of values and approach that many feel characterizes profound cul-
tural differences in the way non- and for-proﬁt providers approach their 
work. WHEDCO was bound by its social service mission and unwill-
ing to capitulate to a bottom line regardless of the economic rationale 
for doing so. The tension between contractual requirements and mis-
sion appears less troubling to private sector contractors. Indeed, when 
we queried Ed Gund, senior vice president and chief operating ofﬁcer 
at IMS at the time, about the conﬂict between mission and contrac-
tual demands, he responded, “The quality and character of services are 
all contract driven. If you want a particular service, put it in the con-
tract.”10 This was echoed by David Mastran, chief executive ofﬁcer at 
MAXIMUS, a provider of program management, information technol-
ogy, and consulting services to government agencies. “What gets mea-
sured and rewarded gets done,” Mastran says.
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Use of mechanisms like grant diversion and forming a temporary 
employment agency, which were central to America Works’ strategy, 
appear less popular among other ﬁrms we have spoken to. With the ex-
ception of Seedco’s limited liability corporation (LLC), few have used 
these mechanisms effectively and some, such as ARBOR, have rejected 
them outright, eschewing the documentation required and the loss in 
lifetime beneﬁts that TANF clients experience when they use up pre-
cious months of their lifetime limit because of grant diversion.11 
However, when for-proﬁts collaborate with nonproﬁts, culture clash 
is a more common theme. For many for-proﬁts, the use of nonproﬁts 
and smaller proprietary providers as subs and partners is a short-term 
necessity if they are to meet the service demands of their many new for-
proﬁt contracts. But in practice, private and nonproﬁt cultures seldom 
harmonize. The large for-proﬁts dominating this ﬁeld see their role dif-
ferently from most nonproﬁts. David Heaney of MAXIMUS in San Di-
ego stressed the importance of selecting subs with “services you need, 
political inﬂuence, a good ﬁt philosophically and organizationally, and 
[a compatibility with your] culture.”12 In Milwaukee and San Diego 
the use of subcontractors was crucial for increasing both capacity and 
breadth of services. Local subcontractors—especially CBOs—were 
important for their political inﬂuence and their knowledge of the local 
culture and community resources. “We made some stupid decisions by 
not understanding the culture—though we should have understood it,” 
said Jerry Stepaniak, a MAXIMUS executive. “We were under great 
scrutiny politically and the [state legislative] audits revealed some in-
sensitivities on our part; MAXIMUS drops in a new place where politics 
and community relations can be a problem. There is a huge advantage 
to knowledge of the community and political culture. We’ve ﬁgured out 
how to tap that, either by collaborating with nonproﬁt subcontractors, 
or [by] becoming a major subcontractor for a nonproﬁt prime.”13
 Subcontractors, too, were held to performance standards. “There 
are explicit criteria that these subcontracts must reach through retention 
and number served,” said George Leuterman, Stepaniak’s predecessor 
as vice president for welfare reform. “We are a business. We have a 
contract. We hold your hands to the ﬁre. If you do well, you get a good 
reputation.”14
YW Works in Milwaukee also formed an LLC with private sec-
tor partners but severed its relationship after the ﬁrst contract period 
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for similar kinds of disagreements in style and values. Leuterman of 
MAXIMUS distinguishes between how for-proﬁts and nonproﬁts view 
this work. “The county is our customer,” he says. “There is a power 
inequality with the client, and we recognize it. But the client is not your 
customer. They are not paying you. We provide services for our client, 
which is the county . . . Our motto is, ‘When you are doing something 
that is not in your contract, you are volunteering.’ The nonproﬁts have 
more ﬂexibility.”15
Only in Houston, where contractors are paid on a cost basis for 
speciﬁed services up to a maximum, is there an incentive to vary the 
service package. Yet even in that city concerns have been raised about 
contractors choosing clients that are the easiest to serve to ensure higher 
success rates. The diversiﬁed funding streams that characterize many of 
the nonproﬁts, but none of the for-proﬁts (like foundation and private 
fund-raising sources), can provide for cross-subsidy and cost-sharing 
among different programs, thus allowing them to pay for services cli-
ents may need but for which current contract amounts do not provide. 
Obviously the economic incentives built into these contracts offer much 
less latitude and pose a dilemma for mission driven nonproﬁts. 
A recent development in Wisconsin following a state legislative au-
dit in Milwaukee provides additional grounds for concern about the 
perverse effects—even for mission driven nonproﬁts—of the economic 
incentive central to the contract design (Johnson 2001). Milwaukee’s 
contracts are comprehensive and include eligibility determination in 
addition to job readiness and placement services. The Milwaukee W-2 
Advisory Panel recommended changes in the Milwaukee program in 
response to revelations by state audits that relatively few clients were 
advised by contracting agencies of the range of available services for 
which they were eligible. Further, the audits conﬁrmed that few had 
been given adequate assessment of their needs, had been lifted out of 
poverty, or had been placed in more intensive education and training 
programs that might have led to self-supporting jobs. The implications 
of the audits were that contract agencies simply didn’t offer services 
if clients didn’t request them. The money saved by not offering them, 
presumably, represented cost savings to the contractors and contributed 
to their proﬁts.
 In response, under a newly funded arrangement, the state has al-
located $5 million for a contract for county workers to assume the role 
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at the “front door,” undertaking client assessments and informing them 
of the services for which they are eligible, including job training and 
food stamps. Then they will be referred to the appropriate W-2 agen-
cies. These changes are designed to insure that clients are made aware 
of their entitlements and the supportive services available. The need for 
changes like these, however, illustrates the potential conﬂicts between 
the cost saving (proﬁt maximizing) incentives inherent in performance-
based contracts and serving clients’ interests. The legislative audit un-
covered evidence of potentially serious consequences of the economic 
incentives inherent in the contract’s design, absent systems to insure 
appropriate monitoring and accountability. These were dangers gener-
ally thought to exist only when for-proﬁt ﬁrms provided the services: 
most observers viewed the values of nonproﬁts and their missions as 
insurance against contractual abuses. But both were found to have de-
nied clients critical access to information about their eligibility for addi-
tional services and program resources. Whether or not these oversights 
were necessary to meet contract demands, we see that nonproﬁts may 
be forced to capitulate to market pressures, compromising their values 
to remain competitive with for-proﬁts.
LIVING BY THEIR WITS 
Large, stable nonproﬁts with large and diversiﬁed funding streams 
appear relatively secure. In may ways they resemble their for-proﬁt com-
petitors more than they do their leaner, less business-oriented counter-
parts among nonproﬁt providers.16 But many nonproﬁts in the employ-
ment and training business that we spoke to are facing an insecure future 
in a changing environment. Some of the medium-sized and smaller or-
ganizations are regrouping, shifting their focus and looking for alterna-
tive sources of both government and private funding. These efforts to 
survive combine a search for new dollars, development of new areas of 
program growth, investments in improved management to achieve cost 
savings, and some efforts to embrace private market techniques. Some 
have developed for-proﬁt subsidiaries to realize some of the beneﬁts 
that accrue to the for-proﬁt providers. Catholic Charities in San Diego 
was typical. That provider underwent a signiﬁcant management reor-
ganization, including the development of a more professionalized set 
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of management and personnel systems, and introduction of a new gen-
eration of technology and information systems in order to be competi-
tive and manage its recent contracts with the county. Similarly, Houston 
Works has modernized to such a degree that some contractors we in-
terviewed described it as having become the leading edge in business 
technology—comparable to industry leaders like the for-proﬁt Lockheed 
Martin IMS (now ACS State and Local Solutions—see Note 10).
A particularly innovative effort characterized one of the smaller 
nonproﬁts that won a $7.4 million contract in New York. Seedco, a 
highly respected medium-sized nonproﬁt with areas of investment that 
include community and economic development, workforce develop-
ment, and housing, has built a collaborative with 15 CBOs. It provides 
them with technical assistance while helping them to provide employ-
ment training and job placement to TANF recipients under the New 
York City contract.17 Organized as a subsidiary to the nonproﬁt Seedco, 
the Non-Proﬁt Assistance Corporation (N-PAC) has structured a limited 
liability corporation named EarnFair to take advantage of a variety of 
private sector incentives such as the ability to use allowable tax cred-
its as an eligible employer of welfare recipients. As an LLC, EarnFair 
can operate as a temporary employment agency and syndicate these 
tax credits, using the additional resources from their sale to subsidize 
increased and more intensive services to the clients it serves. Further, 
the N-PAC subsidiary runs the Welfare-to-Work program using the col-
laboration of CBOs and generates additional funding from a diverse set 
of resources including philanthropic and other public funds.
Seedco’s president, Bill Grinker, an innovator in human services 
and a former HRA commissioner himself, described the vision this 
way: “We view ourselves as a management service entity. The key 
service provision is provided through CBOs. Our interest is in provid-
ing information systems, capacity, ﬁnancial assistance, and technical, 
programmatic types of supports. While theoretically we are the prime 
contractor, we view the CBOs as partners rather than subs . . . Even 
so, these CBOs would most likely be closed out of these contracts had 
they not been able to come under the umbrella of a well managed, ﬁs-
cally sound prime.”18 In actuality, N-PAC functions as a conduit for 
resources and information, “pooling together public and private grants 
and funds that it passes on to the subcontractor,” said Tracie McMillan. 
“As a result, N-PAC has to rely on job placements for only 50 percent of 
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its funding, freeing up considerable resources to invest in longer-term 
training” (McMillan 2001). Perhaps most important, Seedco manages 
the ﬁnancial risk for the CBOs by basing their payments only partially 
on performance and the rest on a line item cost basis. The transparency 
with which each partner shares the performance data of its other part-
ners creates pressure on each to be accountable.
The $7.4 million contract from the city represents only 20 percent 
of the resources N-PAC is allocating to this effort. The rest comes from 
the syndicated tax credits; other partners such as the United Way; the 
New York Community Trust; and LISC, a community development 
intermediary. These resources allow innovative programmatic designs 
that go well beyond what competitors could provide, speciﬁcally the 
for-proﬁts. Indeed, the EarnFair model provides post-placement sup-
port services and case management for participants for two years. It 
operates as a temp agency but provides supervision of workers after 
placement with a private employer and provides additional supports on 
the job, including transitional services, fringe packages, counseling, and 
ﬁnancing. Total wage packages are assembled that include the value of 
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). “The EarnFair Model is a good 
example of Seedco’s high standards for all our products,” said Diane 
Baillargeon, Seedco’s senior vice president. “The program design itself 
embodies some of the best thinking in the Welfare-to-Work ﬁeld about 
effective interventions. We also have in place a plan for long-term ﬁ-
nancing. We’re not looking for ﬁnancing that consists of one big gov-
ernment contract, but for diverse revenue streams. Having seen non-
proﬁts struggle when government contracts are cut, or living hand to 
mouth year after year, it’s exciting to me to be working on economically 
sustainable ﬁnancing for social purposes” (Seedco 1999). 
A nonproﬁt in Milwaukee developed a simpler yet still innovative 
partnership to bid for a contract in that city. The YWCA partnered with 
CNR Health and the Kaiser Group to form a limited liability corpora-
tion to bid in one of Milwaukee’s ﬁve contracting regions. In this ar-
rangement, the YWCA became the managing partner of YW Works, 
controlling day-to-day operations, while Kaiser and CNR Health pro-
vided many of the management systems and technological supports 
(Yates 1997).19 The Y had “a lot to bring to the table” since it had been 
involved since the 1920s in employment and training—especially non-
traditional training for women, Rita Rinner, YW Works’ chief operat-
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ing ofﬁcer, reported. When the ﬁrst requests for proposals (RFPs) were 
released in Milwaukee for W-2, she said, “we wanted other expertise. 
We felt it was too risky to go it alone. CNR was a software developer, 
and we worried about the size of the budget and the risk of debt from a 
capitated payment if we failed. We needed technology, an MIS system, 
and help with reporting systems. Partners could help.”20 
 These kinds of partnerships allow nonproﬁts to capture the ben-
eﬁts of private sector capital, efﬁciencies, and management expertise 
while operating in a manner consistent with their missions. Private sec-
tor partners helped to underwrite the risk, hire staff, and build needed 
infrastructure. In the second round of Milwaukee contracts, however, 
YW Works dissolved the relationship and bid alone. Whatever the ini-
tial advantages, cultural differences in style and values plagued the re-
lationship. Once YW Works felt conﬁdent of its own managerial and 
technological capacity, it was less dependent on the partnership. Its pri-
vate partners lost some interest as well. They found the environment 
and the bias against for-proﬁts inhospitable. The political heat and the 
controversy that typically accompany the entrance of for-proﬁt provid-
ers into a service area historically dominated by government and non-
proﬁts made the arrangement uncomfortable. County providers around 
the state “have the view that private agencies can’t be responsible with 
public funds,” Rinner said.21 But the arrangement served the short-term 
transitional needs of the Y and helped set it up for an independent op-
eration with the capacity to go it alone.
Innovative partnerships served some nonproﬁts well. But other tra-
ditional employment and training providers were scrambling to stay in 
business. Many viewed the payment levels and schedules as unrealisti-
cally low under these contracts. A smaller contractor in New York who 
was unable to bid directly on any of the contracts became a subcontrac-
tor under two of the primes (one for-proﬁt and one nonproﬁt). “Our 
reimbursement as a sub won’t cover our costs,” she said. “We’ll have 
to fundraise to cover costs . . . But our key advantage is our diversiﬁed 
funding. We see government contracts as defraying costs, not covering 
them.”22 That observation rang true for Liu in Houston as well. “If you 
[as a local CBO] rely totally on government money,” she said, “it is 
almost impossible for you to survive.”23 The contracts provide no in-
centive for long-term investment, and for the subs who must relinquish 
overhead to the prime, current payment schedules may pay only a frac-
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tion of the true costs of serving a disadvantaged client. But accepting 
these subcontracts allows for ﬁnancial piggybacking and economies of 
scale in multiple program cost-sharing.
For small nonproﬁts, whose ﬁnancial solvency depends upon their 
performance, reasonable numbers, high quality referrals, and timely 
payment for performance (which depends upon the administrative per-
formance of both the county or city and the prime), the ﬁnancial risks 
are clearly high. A generalized concern among the nonproﬁts we spoke 
to, all of whom are acting as subcontractors, had to do with referrals. 
They feared, ﬁrst, that the city would not refer sufﬁcient numbers of 
eligible clients in a timely fashion to the prime to support the heavy in-
vestment in program operations. And worse, they feared that the primes 
might ‘cream’ the most job-ready clients for themselves and refer out 
the most difﬁcult and costly to place—those with multiple barriers to 
employment.
Diane Baillargeon was senior vice president of Seedco at the time 
I interviewed her and wrote this chapter; she now is president. Bail-
largeon is familiar with the plight of many CBOs. “There are already 
nonproﬁts—mostly small, relatively low capacity community-based or-
ganizations—[that] have gotten out of the business,” she reported, “and 
I know personally of a number of organizations that simply have said, 
‘We can’t compete in this business any longer,’ and they have gotten out 
of it. Now, most of them are multiservice, social service, community-
based community centers, and they are still operating their domestic 
violence program and their homeless shelter and all of that, but they are 
no longer in the workforce business. And I think that’s a loss.”24
In Houston, the system is designed to provide “customer choice.”25 
No contract is signed with subcontractors and CBOs. Instead, training 
providers are chosen by the clients themselves after being counseled 
and given provider information by contractors at career centers. This 
system wreaks havoc on providers’ planning processes, since they are 
unable to anticipate the demand for their services and the stafﬁng those 
services might require. Furthermore, in order to attract and keep clients, 
they must provide considerable information and do aggressive market-
ing. These are investments that they have no assurance they will be able 
to recoup, and ones for which they typically haven’t much expertise. 
Often CBOs invest considerable resources in initial recruiting and train-
ing before they refer clients to career centers to be certiﬁed, hoping they 
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will return for more intensive services. These up-front investments are 
difﬁcult for smaller nonproﬁts and CBOs to ﬁnance themselves. The 
process, known as reverse referrals, was seen as extremely costly for 
the nonproﬁts, but also necessary to ensure that at least some initial 
contacts would return to their organization. If they fail to ﬁnd and attract 
a sufﬁcient number of clients—who after all have a tremendous number 
of choices (over 6,000 qualiﬁed providers at last count)—thousands of 
traditional nonproﬁt providers may be forced to close their doors, seek 
new funding streams, or refocus their efforts on new service areas.
The current strategy of the municipalities we studied has been to 
ﬁnd a few experienced contractors with good track records and suf-
ﬁcient technological and managerial expertise to provide the services 
and information necessary to ensure full participation and job place-
ment of all eligible clients. Federal mandates and the terms of perfor-
mance-based contracts require information systems to track and verify 
the progress of all clients in the system, and these demands often re-
quire sophisticated technology and management systems. Many of the 
for-proﬁt providers have considerable advantages in providing these 
systems. Indeed, Seedco used the philanthropic resources it raised for 
its innovative effort to purchase MIS software from a subsidiary of 
MAXIMUS—allowing it the same kind of capacity for its LLC as the 
for-proﬁt ﬁrms. But the development of these systems is expensive, 
even if they are bought “off the shelf,” and few small organizations 
have the resources for those kinds of investments.
In New York and Milwaukee, nonproﬁt providers have had a 
long history and good performance record of providing employment 
and training services, yet many lack the necessary technological and 
managerial systems to manage performance-based contracts. Further, 
because the timing of payments depends on contractors’ performance 
in Milwaukee, New York, and San Diego, and on systems to verify 
placements, considerable up-front capital is necessary to undertake 
these contracts. The for-proﬁts have quite a few advantages over the 
nonproﬁts in assuming the risks. They have greater capacity to sustain 
operations in anticipation of future payment streams, since they have 
access to investment capital. Only a fraction of the nonproﬁts histori-
cally operating in the employment and training business have the ability 
to stay the course while they wait for payment. So serious was the threat 
to contractors in New York that the City was forced to provide some 
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up-front working capital to ﬂoat the start-up cost of their large TANF 
contracts. 
Clearly the availability of working capital, an asset more likely 
to characterize the larger for-proﬁt companies, is a key factor in how 
competitive nonproﬁt providers can be over time. As Richard Shaw of 
the Houston AFL-CIO put it, “First you have to have the money to 
spend the money, which is a real problem for small companies.”26 How 
well capitalized an organization needs to be to remain solvent in this 
environment depends in large part on the competence and efﬁciency 
of the public agency responsible for reviewing and authorizing pay-
ments. Timely and accurate payments and an adequate ﬂow of client 
referrals to providers are an indication of the management systems and 
capability of public agencies, and their recent track record is not en-
couraging. Even large, well-managed nonproﬁts such as Goodwill and 
Wildcat worried about the city’s capacity to insure that these functions 
ran smoothly.
New York’s HRA has been notoriously poor at paying its vendors in 
a timely manner. So problematic has been this lack of capacity that the 
City has had to advance most of the contractors payments of up to three 
months to keep them aﬂoat. The City has launched a new computer-
ized system to receive vendor placements, make referrals, and speed up 
the process of calculating and verifying payments. Although the system 
promises to improve upon the City’s speed of payments, as recently as 
2002 vendors still complained about the backlog and the amounts they 
were owed. This falls particularly heavily on subcontractors whose pay-
ments ﬂow from the City to the prime and then on to them. Biberman 
of WHEDCO, which subcontracts for two large primes, found her orga-
nization caught in the middle. “One of the most debilitating footnotes 
to this story involves untimely payments of the paltry funds available 
under these contracts,” she said. “At any given time, our organization 
awaited at least $100,000 in receivables from prime contractors. We 
had no recourse to the City, although we tried. Indeed, when we learned 
that a prime contractor had already been paid by the City for the work 
we had done, the City ofﬁcials told us that we should sue the prime for 
payment!” (Biberman 2001).
The concern over the ability of cities to refer clients resonates 
around the country. “It is the biggest issue we face,” said Holli Payne of 
MAXIMUS. “It really is like pulling teeth trying to get these clients out 
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of the system. The bureaucracy is horrible. For example, in Philadelphia 
there are 65,000 clients on welfare. MAXIMUS had a contract to serve 
200, yet the City could not produce that many people for MAXIMUS to 
serve. They are inefﬁcient and ineffective.”27
ON THE BRINK 
Smaller, community-based nonproﬁts, which historically have pro-
vided employment and training services to low-income populations, 
represent a large and diverse group nationwide. Before the Workforce 
Investment Act of 1998 (WIA), there were 163 federal programs that 
funded employment and training. Under these titles, tens of thousands 
of nonproﬁt and for-proﬁt organizations have received contracts and 
grants. In New York City alone, more than 115 individual providers 
had one or more employment and training contracts under federal titles 
prior to the newly awarded TANF contracts and the commencement of 
the WIA programs.28 Their capacity to compete in a more performance-
based environment varies enormously, but most of the organizations 
we spoke to believed they would “get by” in the short run. Few small 
organizations had the ability to bid on the TANF contracts given the 
scale and organizational capacity requirements they entailed, and those 
that did often did so as a collaborative, such as in San Diego. There, a 
collaborative of nonproﬁts in the South Bay community bid to serve 
that community as the Metropolitan Area Advisory Committee. They 
did not, however, win the contract and are currently litigating the de-
cision, questioning the fairness of the bidding process. In New York, 
where the bidding process was not the typical open competitive process 
but a negotiated acquisition, the city invited organizations to bid, and 
many historical small nonproﬁt contractors were closed out. A number 
of small, experienced providers lost their contracts with the city in what 
has been described as a shakeout.
Because of the scale of these efforts, however, most of the prime 
contractors in Milwaukee and New York by necessity have either so-
licited CBOs or responded to CBOs’ requests to act as subcontractors 
or link with these organizations to provide training and support for cli-
ents with special training or social service needs. Under current bid-
ding processes to select providers to serve TANF clients, many his-
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torical providers will continue to serve portions of the caseload, albeit 
to a limited extent. (There will be additional opportunities for many 
of them to compete for clients under the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
(USDOL) WIA programs, but success under that system depends pri-
marily on the selection of a provider not by jurisdiction but by customer.) 
Furthermore, many of the national for-proﬁt providers (and large local 
nonproﬁts) like ACS State and Local Solutions and MAXIMUS have 
selected CBOs as subs, in part to mitigate the political backlash against 
them in the communities where they have won contracts. Subcontracts 
with CBOs have a number of valuable practical and political payoffs 
as for-proﬁts enter new markets. In the short run they can learn from 
CBOs, which have a better understanding of particular client needs and 
a connection to the resources in the community that serve them. Beyond 
that, their association with well known and trusted community orga-
nizations provides some political cover, helping to co-opt and deﬂect 
criticism from groups that might otherwise be their opponents. 
For the time being, then, many CBOs and smaller nonproﬁts may 
survive, even as they scramble to change their programmatic focus, seek 
other sources of public and private support, and serve the short-term 
needs of large contractors. Over the longer term, most observers we 
interviewed predicted that many of the weaker providers would scale 
back or close down. Since the industry varies enormously in quality 
and ﬁscal soundness, the consequences for many small providers may 
be dire. Their loss will have a mixed effect on the quality and range of 
available services.
Many small providers serve populations with special needs. Anita 
Moses, a small contractor who lost her contract when the city of New 
York reorganized its delivery system, said the old system had its merits. 
“Good CBOs in communities are linked to providers and understand the 
needs of their clients,” she said. “You have them and you know them. 
Some CBOs are bad, some mediocre, but CBOs have unique advan-
tages.”29 For example, The Chinatown Manpower Project in New York 
has historically served Chinese speaking clients, whose ability and will-
ingness to beneﬁt from training and employment services provided by a 
borough-wide contractor under the new service delivery arrangements 
are limited. Whether current contracting and referral arrangements can 
preserve the services that may be critical to special populations located 
in particular communities is questionable. Many fear that populations 
Melendez Book.indb   64 12/16/2004   1:35:24 PM
Competing for Contracts   65
like ex-offenders, ethnic populations, and drug addicts may be poor-
ly served. They also worry that welfare applicants from these groups, 
when they are diverted to job placement and employment training, may 
simply disappear, falling through the cracks of a system that has no ca-
pacity to meet their special language and cultural needs.
The career center contractor we spoke to in Houston, as well as 
interest groups there, fears the consequences of this shakeup. “In my 
opinion, when we lose the little guy [e.g., the small CBO], we lose the 
hard-to-serve clients, because that is who they trust and who they go 
to,” said Lockheed Martin IMS head Carol Anderson. “They are not 
coming to my career center because I am there. They have to feel some 
reason to be comfortable and safe to come. When we lose the contract, 
we lose a lot.”30 But other observers saw the possible thinning of the 
provider ranks as being healthy, by reducing the number of weaker and 
less able providers and strengthening the ﬁeld overall.
The smaller nonproﬁt contractors in Houston “do a lot more than 
what the performance standards measure,” says Jesse Castanada, head 
of a CBO there, yet their dedication to their mission does not allow 
them to cut services even if current contract arrangements fail to reim-
burse them for their additional costs.31 Mission drives the service poli-
cies of Castanada’s organization, SER–Jobs for Progress of the Texas 
Gulf Coast, but two of the smallest CBOs with contracts have been 
placed on probation and threatened with contract revocation because of 
the difﬁculty they have had in getting their operations off the ground, 
and in part because of their unwillingness to capitulate on their service 
commitments in order to adhere to the economic realities of their con-
tracts.
 There is evidence that New York City’s HRA is worried too. Cur-
rent contract designs that provide incentives for immediate placement 
but allocate limited resources for longer-term support have not fared 
as well as expected. A recent summary on placement and retention 
rates of ESP contractors revealed average placement rates of 29 per-
cent and retention rates of 9 percent at 90 days and of only 3 percent at 
six months. (Individual contractor performance varies greatly; retention 
rates at each milestone range from 2 to 28 percent and from 0 to 14 
percent respectively.)32 Many view the poor performance, especially in 
job retention, as being due to the lack of intensive services for clients 
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with special needs. Historically, the providers most often serving these 
populations have been the CBOs.
So much controversy has attended the poor performance of and the 
weak support for CBOs in the contracting system that the city of New 
York recently awarded, through a negotiated acquisition process, 30 
new contracts to serve special populations under WIA. The contracts 
were awarded exclusively to nonproﬁts, mostly CBOs. This represents 
a big victory for advocates who have questioned the viability of the 
current contracts to serve a caseload marked by daunting labor market 
barriers. It also reﬂects the city’s increasing recognition that job reten-
tion among all contractors is very low. While only 21 contracts have so 
far been registered, these alone represent a large additional city invest-
ment in CBOs providing support services for the most difﬁcult and vul-
nerable parts of the caseload, those clients with multiple barriers. The 
signed contracts already total more than $75 million. Although quite 
recent, they will provide sizable cash advances, more adequate funding, 
regularized reimbursements, and a recognition of the more intensive 
service needs that some clients have if they are to enter into and retain 
employment.
While risks abound for CBOs, the organizations themselves vary 
enormously in capacity, resourcefulness, and promise. Bill Grinker of 
Seedco’s N-PAC described those nonproﬁts living on the brink as “a 
mixed bag in terms of capacity and ability to survive. Many will remain 
subs in the short run.” The problem over the long run will be that, as 
the for-proﬁts develop connections in the community, they will have 
less need for these CBOs and greater incentive to save the overhead 
devoted to managing them. Even for those CBOs that currently have 
contracts, there is the question of whether performance-based contracts 
will drive them out because of their lack of capital to sustain themselves 
while they wait for payment. Grinker also questioned whether the for-
proﬁts would continue to need the political protection they now enjoy 
through the connection they have with CBOs that serve as their subs. 
Moses, the long-term city employment contractor who lost her contract 
when the city administration reorganized service delivery in New York, 
viewed the selection process as entirely politically motivated, granting 
large contracts to mayoral favorites, politically connected for-proﬁts, 
and large, established nonproﬁts. “What we will lose is the human ele-
ment,” she says. “Smaller providers are better than larger ones. Small 
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nonproﬁts are driven by values and mission, and their staff is more con-
cerned with people than numbers. All this gets lost in bigness—clients 
get lost.”33 
Richard Bonamarte, formerly the HRA executive deputy respon-
sible for designing the original contracts, explained that the decision to 
select a few large contractors was based on a recognition that a major 
employment engine was needed to manage the large ﬂow of clients, and 
that that would require providers whose scale of operations, systems ca-
pacity, and experience could handle a performance-based environment. 
Yet the design made an express attempt to protect the survival of the 
CBOs. “Many nonproﬁts, especially CBOs, have limited cash ﬂows, 
low surpluses, and no professionalized ﬁnancial systems and manage-
ment capacities to deal with performance-based contracts,” he said. “A 
major idea behind these contract designs was to allow smaller nonprof-
its to work as subcontractors under the primes and to reduce their expo-
sure, to protect them and nurture them. They [the smaller nonproﬁts and 
CBOs] represent much of our infrastructure, and infrastructure takes 
so long to develop . . . You don’t want to lose community-grounded 
organizations.”34 
Ironically, the CBOs see their exclusion as prime contractors in the 
selection process and their limited role as subcontractors as a repudia-
tion of their contributions, and as the cause of their current problems. 
New York subcontractor Biberman described the situation facing non-
proﬁt subcontractors as morally and ﬁnancially untenable: 
The private and nonproﬁt contractors tend not to subcontract; the 
nonproﬁt contractors do more of it. In either case, prime contrac-
tor and subcontractor survival is predicated on doing as little work 
as possible. The city pays the primes only when they have certi-
ﬁed that a recipient is in the labor force. For the average commu-
nity-based subcontractor, $1,700 is received at initial placement, 
$1,300 at 90-day job retention and $200 at 180-day retention! 
Simple calculus coupled with the suspension of social mission 
drive[s] the implementation of these contracts in one direction: 
placement only . . . The subcontractors in these contracts are losing 
their shirts, both in ﬁnancial terms and in the mutilation of their 
social missions, not to mention the morale of their staffs . . . Hon-
orable community based subcontractors cannot[,] in conscience, 
work in this way; and so through philanthropic help and often at  
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serious ﬁnancial peril, they cobble together literacy assistance, so-
cial services, child care, etc. (Biberman 2001)
Thus, while small nonproﬁts have the motivation to stay alive and 
fulﬁll their mission, few have the resources and capacity to compete on 
their own, and many fear that, even as subcontractors, their future is 
in doubt. They complain of inadequate payment by the primes and of 
documentation and information processing demands that are as exces-
sive and costly as when they reported directly to the city. In San Diego, 
contractors with case-management contracts refer clients to CBOs for 
particular services, but payments are capped, and performance-based 
contracts may impose severe constraints on small organizations that 
must wait for payment until a client has been employed and retained 
for up to six months. In Houston, where the contracts for case manage-
ment at one-stop centers merge TANF clients with others served under 
USDOL titles, clients themselves select from the service providers that 
the city has qualiﬁed as eligible. Nonproﬁt and for-proﬁt providers, 
therefore, compete for clients, and those with better connections and 
marketing expertise are likely to win out. Many CBOs have trouble 
competing in this environment.
CONCLUSION
Nonproﬁts are clearly sailing in uncharted waters. The new de-
mands on nonproﬁts to compete in a reengineered welfare delivery sys-
tem where market forces compete with traditional values has created 
real hazards. When missions collide with ﬁnancial, managerial, and 
programmatic imperatives induced by new contractual arrangements, 
many nonproﬁts are forced to question their traditional roles as protec-
tors of the poor and champions of progressive social values. Even so, 
many have adapted creatively to the new challenges, improving their 
performance, competing effectively on price, and developing innova-
tive means to protect their missions. Many others, however, are strug-
gling.
Much has been made of the inherent disadvantages that many non-
proﬁts have in the new welfare service delivery markets, where they 
now compete with large, national for-proﬁt ﬁrms (Ryan 1999; Frumkin 
and Andre-Clark 1999). They lack the management systems and the 
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information technology needed to manage large and complex contracts. 
They have a comparative disadvantage in attracting government execu-
tives with welfare expertise, and they are constrained by their nonproﬁt 
status from raising capital in the ﬁnancial markets. They lack both the 
capacity and the experience to handle the scale of operation that new 
contracts require. These are formidable handicaps.
But nonproﬁts in this industry have considerable strengths that na-
tional for-proﬁt providers lack. As Baillargeon said, “They’re really 
known entities in the community that they serve, they have a respected 
level of cultural competence, they offer other kinds of services, they al-
ready have preexisting connections to the target populations that we’re 
talking about. I think, in fact, they will do very well.”35 Besides those at-
tributes that Baillargeon ticked off, nonproﬁts have the ability to fund-
raise both from individuals and from major philanthropic organizations. 
These resources allow them to enrich their programs and provide addi-
tional services that contract dollars might not cover. In that respect they 
can often offer higher quality services than their for-proﬁt competitors.
But we have seen that nonproﬁts providing welfare services vary as 
much from one another as they do from their private sector competitors. 
And many traditional providers have been closed out of the reengineered 
delivery systems we have studied. As a consequence, the adaptations 
nonproﬁts have made and their success in meeting the challenges show 
considerable variation. Some of the large, experienced nonproﬁts have 
a solid foothold in the markets we examined and appear to be holding 
their own. The speed with which all contractors have had to gear up, 
transform their systems, hire staff, and achieve placements has strained 
the resources of everyone we interviewed—proﬁt and nonproﬁt alike. 
Early implementation has been rocky in many cases. While few data 
are available on the relative performance of individual contractors and 
subcontractors, the numbers we have uncovered in New York and San 
Diego suggest that no single factor can explain the wide variation in 
prime contractor performance in placements and retention. There is no 
obvious or consistent pattern by size of contract, size of organization, 
or sectoral status.36 Since in theory referrals are randomly allocated by 
borough in New York, differences in client characteristics cannot ex-
plain the bulk of the disparities we observe. Start-up problems—many 
of which were the result of the city’s performance—no doubt explain 
some of the variations. But nonproﬁts competing as primes appear, in 
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general, to be no better or worse than their private sector competitors. 
Competition ﬁrst confronted these vendors when they had to re-
spond to an RFP, and few made the initial cut. Existing providers, 
therefore, are likely to be those that were strongest. For example, Op-
portunities Industrialization Center (OIC) and United Migrant Oppor-
tunities Services (UMOS) in Milwaukee and Federal Employment and 
Guidance Services (FEGS), Wildcat, and Goodwill Industries in New 
York are big operators that have had a long history of public service 
provision. They were the most likely to succeed. Thus, the selection of a 
few experienced organizations, most of which were well-respected (and 
politically connected) providers in the community, left many CBOs and 
small and medium-sized providers out of the game. Few even had the 
ability to bid on these contracts, given the contracts’ scale and organiza-
tional requirements. These CBOs’ role as subcontractors has been more 
limited, and their success is still in question. Little technical assistance 
or management support has been available except in a few cases such 
as with Seedco’s N-PAC, whose very design is structured to allow it to 
play the role of a management services entity.
 Efforts like the one that created N-PAC are the sorts of highly fo-
cused initiatives that have the potential to sustain high quality opera-
tions that include smaller organizations in collaborative arrangements 
by which they can share resources and management systems. Networks 
of agencies can consolidate functions and share administrative tasks, 
and as a group they may be in a better position to attract funding, con-
tracts, and capital ﬁnancing. Some cost-sharing, particularly when it 
comes to expensive overhead, can help ﬁnancially strapped smaller 
agencies be better able to compete for the available resources of inter-
mediaries. It is also a promising strategy for strengthening the chances 
of experienced, mission-driven organizations threatened by new con-
tracting arrangements.
These kinds of innovations—formed through collaborative and 
creative partnerships, assisted by private fundraising and changes in 
status (the development of a for-proﬁt subsidiary)—represent healthy 
and promising adaptations. But, again, these are the exceptions. Most 
smaller nonproﬁts are having a hard time of it, and squeezing proﬁt 
margins will retard creativity and productivity among even the most 
competent providers. Worse, such pressures will threaten the organiza-
tional mission and human service values that make nonproﬁt providers 
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uniquely qualiﬁed to undertake some of the most difﬁcult and important 
services now being outsourced. And those are the risks that attend the 
survivors. Others may simply disappear. As organizations learn to adapt 
to new funding, service, and management imperatives, so too must local 
governments adapt their program designs. Contracting is popular, but 
it is hard to do well, especially for providing human services. Public, 
nonproﬁt, and private providers have different comparative advantages. 
Evaluating the relative risks and rewards of various arrangements and 
choosing carefully requires experience and an interest in analyzing the 
impacts of alternative designs.
The dilemma involved in the design of New York City’s perfor-
mance-based contract is instructive since within it reside the incentive 
structures that affect the behavior of contractors. Paying too much for 
initial job placements and too little for job retention (in quality jobs 
with good pay and beneﬁts) encourages contractors to provide little ser-
vice or effort to ﬁnd good jobs. But placing too much of the payment 
on the back end may impede cash ﬂow and cripple contractors’ ability 
to stay aﬂoat. Thus, contract design needs to balance optimizing cash 
ﬂow to contractors with setting milestones at the desired levels. It’s a 
balancing act among three desires: to reduce program costs, to improve 
service quality, and to insure the ﬁscal stability of the contracting or-
ganizations. This is more art than science. But if employment training 
is to achieve its promise in a resource constrained environment, it will 
require more than the adaptation of nonproﬁt providers to demands for 
efﬁciency. Local government must do a better job of learning, through 
multiple iterations of contract design, to identify the right balance of 
incentives and supports. Only in this way can it preserve the viability 
of mission-driven and innovative nonproﬁts and allow them to compete 
without losing their souls.
Notes
 
This chapter was completed at the Brookings Institution and is derived from a larger 
project that was published as The Welfare Marketplace: Privatization and Welfare Re-
form (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2003). It is reproduced in similar 
form here by permission.
1. Twombly’s research points to the greater ability of larger, older nonproﬁts provid-
ing core welfare reform services to survive changes to the environment induced 
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by welfare reform. In part this reﬂects the longstanding relationships older non-
proﬁts have with funders and other groups that may have buffered their opera-
tions. See also Twombly (2000a). 
2. Nancy Liu (executive director, Chinese Community Center, Houston), interview 
by Philippe Rosse, August 3, 2000. 
3. Sister Ramonda Duvall (executive director, Catholic Charities, San Diego), inter-
view by the author, July 20, 2000.
4. Richard Shaw (chief executive ofﬁcer, Community Services of the AFL-CIO, 
Houston), interview by Philippe Rosse, August 1, 2000.
5. Amalia V. Betanzos (president, Wildcat Inc., New York), interview by the author, 
May 16, 2000.
6. Ibid. 
7. Rex Davidson (chief executive ofﬁcer, Goodwill Industries of New York), inter-
view by the author, June 7, 2000.
8. Goodwill won a $35.4 million Skills Assessment and Job Placement (SAP) con-
tract for October 1, 1999–September 30, 2002, and a $49.4 million Employment 
Services and Job Placement (ESP) contract for December 1, 1999–November 30, 
2002.
9. At the time of this writing, Goodwill had 12 subcontractors.
10. Ed Gund (chief operating ofﬁcer and senior vice president, Lockheed Martin 
IMS), interview by the author and Paul Light, January 12, 2000. In 2001, the 
Lockheed Martin Corporation sold IMS to Afﬁliated Computer Services, which 
renamed it as its State and Local Solutions group. The IMS Corporation included 
Children and Family Services, Information Resources Management, Municipal 
Services, Transportation Systems and Services, and Welfare and Workforce Ser-
vices.
11. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 
(PRWORA) created a ﬁve year total lifetime cap on beneﬁt receipt. Employed 
recipients whose jobs are partially ﬁnanced through grant diversion run down the 
clock on this cap during their period of employment.
12. David Heaney (project director, San Diego, MAXIMUS), interview by the author, 
October 30, 2000.
13. Jerry Stepaniak (vice president, welfare reform division, and project director, 
Milwaukee, MAXIMUS), interview by the author, April 25, 2001.
14. George Leuterman (former vice president, welfare reform division, MAXIMUS), 
interview by the author, January 13, 2000.
15. Ibid.
16.  In a paper titled “Nonproﬁt Organizations in an Era of Welfare Reform” that was 
presented at the 1997 meeting of the Association for Research on Nonproﬁt Orga-
nizations and Voluntary Action (ARNOVA), Carol J. DeVita and Eric Twombly 
used 1992 and 1994 IRS data to examine the number, types, and ﬁnancial stability 
of human services organizations most likely to be affected by welfare reform.  Of 
these, 83 percent offered core services.  The study shows that these organizations 
faced ﬁnancial uncertainty and increasingly stringent budgets.  As a result only 41 
percent reported positive net balance sheets for 1992 and 1994.  De Vita (1999) 
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subsequently reported on these ﬁndings in her chapter of the Boris and Steuerle 
book.  
17. Diane Baillargeon, senior vice president of Seedco and chief operating ofﬁcer 
of the Non-Proﬁt Assistance Corporation at the time, said as a Brookings Fo-
rum panelist in 2001 that Seedco had a waiting list of nonproﬁts that wanted to 
work under its umbrella, but the size of the contracts limited the number Seedco 
could work with, because it was at capacity. (Brookings Forum, “A View from 
the Frontlines: Innovations in Delivery of Welfare Services,” Washington, DC, 
October 17, 2001.)
18. William Grinker (then-president of Seedco and its afﬁliate, N-PAC, of New York), 
interview by the author, May 18, 2000.
19. Rita Rinner (chief operating ofﬁcer, YW Works), interview by the author, April 
23, 2001.
20. Rinner, interview.
21. Ibid.
22. Rachel Miller (vice president for operations and ﬁscal affairs and director of 
workforce development, WHEDCO, New York), interview by the author, July 
17, 2000.
23. Liu, interview.
24. Baillargeon, Brookings Forum.
25. This model is the prevailing one under the U.S. Department of Labor’s Workforce 
Investment Act of 1998, which provides eligible clients with independent training 
accounts (ITAs) to use for training with qualiﬁed providers.
26. Shaw, interview.
27. Holly Payne (director of welfare services, MAXIMUS), interview by Paul Light, 
June 8, 2000.
28. Data provided by the New York City Comptroller’s Ofﬁce and the mayor’s Ofﬁce 
of Contracts.
29. Anita Moses (president, Education and Planning Institute, New York), interview 
by the author, June 27, 2000.
30. Carol Anderson (executive director, Lockheed Martin IMS, Houston), interview 
by Philippe Rosse, August 5, 2000.
31. Jesse Castanada (president, SER–Jobs For Progress of the Texas Gulf Coast), 
interview by Philippe Rosse, August 4, 2000.
32. Data provided by Swati Desai, executive deputy administrator for policy and pro-
gram analysis, New York City Human Resources Administration.
33. Moses, interview.
34. Richard Bonamarte (former executive deputy administrator for contracts and pro-
curement, New York City Human Resources Administration), interview by the 
author, January 25, 2002.
35. Baillargeon, Brookings Forum.
36. Public Assistance (PA) Summary Report, provided by Swati Desai, executive 
deputy administrator for policy and program analysis, New York City Human 
Resources Administration.
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CBOs and the One-Stop 
Career Center System
Ramón Borges-Méndez
 University of Massachusetts Boston
Edwin Meléndez 
New School University
Community-based organizations (CBOs) are long-standing and in-
valuable participants in employment and social services delivery sys-
tems. Among their strengths are their ability to represent communities 
that are often sidelined by other institutions and their capacity to deliver 
a broad range of social services to those communities as independent 
providers or as subcontractors of local and state governments. The one-
stop career center (OSCC) system was started by the U.S. Department 
of Labor (USDOL) in 1994 and was formally established by the Work-
force Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 as the institutional frontline outlet 
to deliver workforce development services to job seekers and employ-
ers.1 The primary objective of this paper is to identify the factors that in-
ﬂuence the positioning of CBOs in relation to local OSCC systems. The 
primary data for the study are provided by structured interviews with 
the heads and staff of 28 selected CBOs representing a cross section of 
organizations from around the nation. In some cases, we performed site 
visits and conducted multiple interviews.2 
The implementation of the WIA affected various aspects of CBOs’ 
operations. CBOs faced funding problems in the transition from a con-
tract- to a performance-based system, as well as in fulﬁlling other report-
ing requirements demanded by the law (Plastrik and Taylor 2001). This 
difﬁcult transition forced some CBOs out of the system; others chose 
to leave the WIA-funded system rather than change their programs or 
engage in the substantive costs associated with participating in the sys-
77
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tem. However, CBO engagement with the OSCC system has proven 
successful to the extent that CBOs have undertaken signiﬁcant manage-
ment and operational changes to accommodate the newer philosophical 
principles and operational guidelines established by the WIA. Some of 
the most signiﬁcant challenges involve service integration, staff devel-
opment, and strategies for service coordination (Heldrich Center for 
Workforce Development 2002).3 Many of the CBOs that adapted suc-
cessfully to the WIA transition had previously implemented successful 
programs targeting welfare recipients. The Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) and the Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) induced greater devolution in 
programming and service delivery and increased the use of CBOs as 
subcontractors in a widely decentralized system of providers. CBOs 
were encouraged to participate in Welfare-to-Work programs because 
they are often cost-effective providers and can reach targeted popula-
tions (Nightingale 2001, 2002; Sanger 2000). 
The contracting of Welfare-to-Work programs and the adaptation of 
CBOs to the new WIA regulations (in many areas implementing a strict 
work ﬁrst approach) may have resulted in locking in CBOs to provid-
ing services for the very hard-to-serve or hard-to-engage populations 
that have been left behind by providers seeking more lucrative wel-
fare markets (Sanger 2000; Withorn 2002). For small CBOs, achieving 
economies of scale and tracking outcomes in service provision are dif-
ﬁcult tasks, which increasingly force them to become specialized ser-
vice providers at the bottom of the subcontracting chain, serving few 
clients. This dynamic could be creating an entire class of subordinate 
subcontractors lacking inﬂuence in the overall structure of the local 
service delivery system. In the context of the WIA, CBO specializa-
tion is most common in core and intensive services, less so in training 
services. Thus the potential for this kind of downward specialization is 
present. Notwithstanding previous case study research, which suggests 
that CBOs have had a difﬁcult time adapting to new performance stan-
dards, more recent in-depth studies suggest that some large CBOs have 
been quite effective at creating management systems that satisfy perfor-
mance-based contracting and at overcoming other WIA-induced com-
pliance and performance issues. In terms of CBOs adding value to the 
OSCCs, the evidence from these case studies points to their signiﬁcant 
contributions in such areas as program integration, outreach, network 
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consolidation, and services to the hard-to-serve (Borges-Méndez and 
Meléndez 2002a,b; Meléndez, Kohler-Hausmann, and Borges-Méndez 
2002; Meléndez, Donohue, and Borges-Méndez 2002). 
In general, we found that the structural relationship between CBOs 
and OSCCs is more complex than simply one of inclusion or exclu-
sion. The implementation of the WIA has produced, as is suggested by 
the literature on the topic, a multifaceted landscape of CBO position-
ing. We found three discernible types of CBO relations to local OSCC 
systems: 1) CBOs as primary operators of OSCCs, 2) CBOs in a peer-
to-peer network comanaging OSCCs, and 3) CBOs as subordinate par-
ticipants in OSCCs. These three types of CBO positioning in the OSCC 
system are explained in more detail in the next section of the paper. 
The two sections after that discuss the regulatory, environmental, and 
organizational factors that inﬂuence CBO positioning. Evidently, CBO 
positioning is inﬂuenced by the legal framework of the WIA and the 
greater autonomy in implementation it gives to local authorities and 
stakeholders. The main ﬁnding in this regard is that the WIA regulatory 
regime has not produced a uniform set of conditions for CBO inclusion. 
Positioning, to a large extent, is historically and contextually bounded. 
In addition to examining the regulatory regime, we identify and dis-
cuss important environmental factors such as the characteristics of job 
seekers, communities, and local labor markets, variety and density of 
intermediaries, and the politics of devolution at the local and state lev-
els which interact with the regulatory regime. Equally important for 
CBOs’ positioning are their history and background, their commitment 
to certain sets of values and mission, and other organizational charac-
teristics such as size, stafﬁng, leadership, and the networking capacity 
or connectedness of these organizations to other stakeholders. Overall, 
our ﬁndings suggest that a combination of regulatory pressures and en-
vironmental factors are inducing forms of CBO specialization in the 
provision of workforce development services. Further, CBO special-
ization and adaptation bear signiﬁcant costs to CBOs in terms of the 
resources and professional expertise needed to successfully meet regu-
latory demands and in terms of their historical commitment to serving 
disadvantaged populations. CBOs regularly ﬁnd themselves managing 
the dilemma of commitment versus compliance. The last section of the 
paper draws the policy implications of the research. 
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CBO-OSCC TYPES
The ﬁrst step in the analysis is to deﬁne the relationship between 
CBOs and OSCCs and then categorize CBOs based on the proposed 
typology of CBO engagement with the OSCC system. The relationship 
between CBOs and OSCCs is deﬁned strictly based on their contrac-
tual responsibility to local authorities in relation to the operations of 
the OSCCs. To support our deﬁnitions and typology we carried out an 
extensive bibliographic review of the ﬁrst four years of the implemen-
tation of the WIA, which included academic material, program evalu-
ations, government documents and reports, and websites on workforce 
development. In this research, we also identiﬁed programs and cases in 
various parts of the country that could provide insight into the dynam-
ics of CBO positioning, and we looked at whether previous systematic 
research on the positioning of intermediaries in emerging workforce 
development systems suggested identiﬁable types of positioning, espe-
cially for CBOs. The bibliographic research was accompanied by inter-
views of a broad group of practitioners in workforce development, aca-
demics, government administrators, and representatives of foundations, 
think tanks, and professional associations. Using this information, we 
selected 28 organizations from around the nation for our inquiry. We 
then conducted in-depth interviews with the organizations’ directors 
and staff, and on several occasions we went on site visits. 
Upon reviewing our cases we have identiﬁed three broad types of 
contractual relationships: 
1) CBOs as primary operator and manager of one or many OS-
CCs. In these cases, local authorities have delegated most or all 
OSCC operational authority to CBOs. CBOs are responsible 
for engaging other partners in providing services, deciding on 
the allocation of core, intensive, and often, training services; 
and collecting and evaluating performance data for subcontrac-
tors. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 3.1. Though we 
found three variations of CBOs as primary operators, in each 
case the CBO acts as the primary decision maker in regard to 
the allocation of services. It can provide these services directly 
or subcontract them to other CBOs and service providers. In 
some circumstances, these CBOs operate multiple OSCCs in 
the city or region.
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2)  CBOs in a peer-to-peer network with other CBOs (and other 
stakeholders) sharing operations and management of one or 
many OSCCs. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 3.2. In 
this type, one of the CBOs operates as managing partner but a 
local authority is often in charge of approving service provision 
and the monitoring and collection of performance data. Part-
ners in the network often share in the delivery of services, and 
components of system management are shared among various 
operators.
3)  CBOs as subordinate participants offering specialized services 
at OSCCs held and managed by other organizations. Figure 3.3 
illustrates this relationship. In these cases, CBOs are subcon-
tractors of core, intensive, or training services and do not share 
any responsibilities for system management with other service 
providers.
Based on the criteria explained above for the CBO and OSCC ty-
pology of contractual relationships, we classiﬁed the selected cases into 
groups corresponding to the three types of management and service 
delivery roles reported by the CBOs. Table 3.1 summarizes the distri-
bution of cases by type of CBO operator. A little more than half of the 
cases (16) selected for the study fall into the category of CBOs as pri-
mary operators of OSCCs. Of the remaining cases, ﬁve were classiﬁed 
as peer-to-peer and seven as subordinate OSCC operators. The distri-
bution is not intended to show the numeric predominance of one type 
over others but rather to ﬂesh out the ideal types we have outlined and 
investigated. Also, some CBOs can be classiﬁed both as primary opera-
tors and as peer-to-peer because of the broad scope and extension of 
their programmatic activity. The selection, though strategic, does seem 
to indicate that the inclusion/exclusion dichotomy is a rather narrow 
way of discussing and representing CBO positioning, and that some 
CBOs have managed their successful transition into the new regime 
while absorbing the local environmental pressures. This is not to say 
that CBOs on the opposite side of the equation have been experiencing 
subordination and further exclusion. The rest of this section of the study 
presents a detailed discussion of the characteristics of CBOs based on 
the typology of cases identiﬁed above.
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Figure 3.1  Types of CBO Positioning
Three Variations of CBO as Primary Operator
1.
2.
3.
CBO
OSCC
CBO
OSCC OSCCOSCC
CBO
OSCC
CBO CBO CBO
The CBO manages multiple OSCCs.
The CBO manages a single OSCC, or the CBO is an OSCC.
A large CBO manages an OSCC and hosts other 
CBOs as partners that provide specialized services.
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Figure 3.2  Types of CBO Positioning
CBO as Peer-to-Peer Operator
OSCC
CBO(s)  Other
Other  Other
CBO(s) in horizontal/networked relation with other stakeholders.
Figure 3.3  Types of CBO Positioning
CBO as Peripheral Operator/Participant
OSCC
Non-CBO Intermediary
CBO
CBO
CBO
CBO as small, peripheral subcontractor or OSCC satellite.
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Type of 
operator Name of organization
Primary Unity Council (UC), Oakland, CA
El Proyecto del Barrio, Los Angeles, CA
New Community Corporation (NCC), Newark , NJ
Opportunities Industrialization Center West (OICW), Menlo Park, CA
United Migrant Opportunity Services (UMOS), Milwaukee, WI
North Texas Human Resource Group (NTHRG), north-central Texas counties, TX
Career Resources Inc. (CRI), Louisville, KY
Central City Concern (CCC), Portland, OR
Asian Resources Inc. (ARI), Sacramento, CA
Job Connection (JC), Atlantic City/Cape May, NJ
Friendly House (FH), Phoenix, AZ
Goodwill Industries (GI), North Charleston, SC
SER-Miami, Miami, FL
Los Angeles Urban League (LAUL), Los Angeles, CA
Jewish Vocational Services (JVS), Boston, MA
SER Metro-Detroit, Detroit, MI
Peer-to-peer Denver Employment Alliance (DEA), Denver, CO
Chicago Jobs Council (CJC), Chicago, IL
San Diego Career Opportunities Partners (SDCOP), San Diego, CA
Boston Career Link CBO Partnership, Boston, MA
Detroit’s Workplace of Jewish Vocational Services (DWP), Detroit, MI
Table 3.1  Cases by Type of OSCC-CBO Positioning
M
elendez B
ook.indb   84
12/16/2004   1:35:29 P
M
C
B
O
s and the O
ne-S
top C
areer C
enter S
ystem
   85
Subordinate HART, Hartford, CT
Hartford Construction Jobs Initiative/Jobs Funnel, Hartford, CT
Southeast Works (SEW), Portland, OR
Acercamiento Hispano/Hispanic Outreach (AH/HO), Columbia, SC
Opportunities Industrialization Center (OIC) Phoenix, AZ
Arizona Call-a-Teen (ACAT), Phoenix, AZ
American Youth Works (AYW), Austin, TX
Type of 
operator Name of organization
Primary Unity Council (UC), Oakland, CA
El Proyecto del Barrio, Los Angeles, CA
New Community Corporation (NCC), Newark , NJ
Opportunities Industrialization Center West (OICW), Menlo Park, CA
United Migrant Opportunity Services (UMOS), Milwaukee, WI
North Texas Human Resource Group (NTHRG), north-central Texas counties, TX
Career Resources Inc. (CRI), Louisville, KY
Central City Concern (CCC), Portland, OR
Asian Resources Inc. (ARI), Sacramento, CA
Job Connection (JC), Atlantic City/Cape May, NJ
Friendly House (FH), Phoenix, AZ
Goodwill Industries (GI), North Charleston, SC
SER-Miami, Miami, FL
Los Angeles Urban League (LAUL), Los Angeles, CA
Jewish Vocational Services (JVS), Boston, MA
SER Metro-Detroit, Detroit, MI
Peer-to-peer Denver Employment Alliance (DEA), Denver, CO
Chicago Jobs Council (CJC), Chicago, IL
San Diego Career Opportunities Partners (SDCOP), San Diego, CA
Boston Career Link CBO Partnership, Boston, MA
Detroit’s Workplace of Jewish Vocational Services (DWP), Detroit, MI
Table 3.1  Cases by Type of OSCC-CBO Positioning
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CBOs as Primary Operators
CBOs that are primary OSCC operators do collaborate with a broad 
range of mandated partners, exert leadership and stewardship, and at-
tract and sponsor other actors who may want to be part of the OSCC. 
However, in such a scenario, one CBO tends to front or “underwrite” 
the costs associated with providing services, complying with local reg-
ulations, and maintaining the institutional and physical infrastructure of 
the OSCCs (and satellite centers). That is, one CBO is the anchor and 
manager of the OSCC. In more general terms, CBOs have become the 
backbone of some local and regional social and employment service 
delivery systems, often participating actively in the governance of these 
systems. The interdependence between CBOs and the delivery infra-
structure can be attributed to diverse factors ranging from the histori-
cal expertise of organizations to the local implementation of outsourc-
ing services. It is worth noting that local and state administrators and 
elected ofﬁcials often see CBOs (and other intermediaries in service 
delivery) as a ﬂexible management option, particularly in comparison 
to state bureaucracies. They often use subcontracting to CBOs as a way 
to bypass or sidestep frontline implementation problems related either 
to program interfacing or to human resource management in the public 
sector.  
The evidence gathered regarding the general characteristics of 
CBOs that function as primary OSCC operators is summarized in Table 
3.2. The data suggest that most of these CBOs are well positioned to 
assume a leadership role in the OSCC service delivery system. They 
are often large, multiservice organizations operating facilities in vari-
ous localities within the city or metropolitan area. They have assumed 
a leadership role in the community, and their board members are often 
well connected to local government. Given their management experi-
ence and size of operation, these CBOs have adapted their operations 
not only to comply with the numerous and cumbersome regulations 
induced by the WIA but also to add to the system through the enhanced 
coordination with other organizations, the integration of services from 
various funding sources, and the legitimacy to orchestrate system op-
erations.
When CBOs assume direct responsibility and authority for manag-
ing OSCCs, it is often the case that local Workforce Investment Boards 
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(WIBs) authorize a list of providers heavily composed of CBOs. Ser-
vice providers can become WIB-certiﬁed through a well structured and 
competitive process, or through a more ﬂexible and negotiated approach 
that includes other social, political, and economic considerations, such 
as the need to meet service gaps in particular distressed geographic areas 
or neighborhoods. As a primary OSCC operator, a CBO may guide the 
development of OSCCs along various lines of specialization, depend-
ing, for instance, on the mission and practical and philosophical stance 
of the organization in regard to economic development. For example, a 
CBO may guide an OSCC to strongly combine support service provi-
sion with core and intensive services. Others may assemble services 
to strongly emphasize career-ladder development in targeted industrial 
sectors and in close contact with employers.
Table 3.2  Description of CBO as Primary OSCC Operator
• Mostly old (20 years +), large CBOs with multimillion dollar budgets 
($8+ million) and various sites in a geographic area.
• Often afﬁliate of national umbrella organization. Can be stand-alone CBO.
• Some available resources for adaptation and experimentation.
• Clear mission statement, often grounded in group identity and geography.
• Operates in large metropolitan and diversiﬁed labor market. 
• Internal multidivisional specialization with professional staff, often with 
special division to manage workforce development services and various 
OSCCs (or one very large OSCC).
• Has incorporated some performance-management practices into service 
delivery.
• Commonly provides core, intensive, and training services in an integrated 
fashion, or at least core and intensive without subcontracting.
• Strong function as a political steward in local affairs (as well as an impor-
tant service provider). 
• Government may charter operation/management of the entire public WD 
and OSCC system to CBO. CBO can be the backbone of WD system.
• Also performs public accountability and advocacy roles.
• Board members tend to have political visibility.
• Networking is important yet not the gravity point of its activity in the WD 
system. Can behave as an independent player. Can keep competition at 
bay through political mechanisms.
• Relation with employers can be strong and collaborative.
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CBOs in a Peer-to-Peer Network 
CBOs can also join forces to manage OSCCs as members of a peer 
network. Local authorities may choose to delegate the management and 
operation of the local OSCC system to a structured collection of CBOs. 
These collaborations or partnerships are likely to be multilevel, with 
some partners having greater responsibility for providing program-
matic expertise, infrastructure, ﬁnancial, or political resources. There 
can also be a division of labor with regard to the various services and 
contributions that individual CBOs bring to the network. In general, the 
philosophical thrust of the network is a commitment to system-wide 
collaboration and horizontal connectedness among stakeholders of 
various kinds. The management of the system is widely perceived as a 
joint effort between CBOs, and between CBOs and other stakeholders. 
The peer-to-peer network can be a sub-network of service providers 
nested or interconnected to a more encompassing network of public, 
private, and nonproﬁt organizations. This CBO network can also serve 
as a voice of collective action to achieve various objectives, such as the 
modiﬁcation of allocating formulae, performance targets, and inter-ju-
risdictional coordination. At a more substantive level, network relation-
ships do intend to meet WIA-driven mandates, but they also combine a 
great deal of activity aimed at promoting and evolving so-called high-
road strategies, which often look beyond work ﬁrst approaches. Rela- 
tions with employers can be strong and collaborative yet place a strong 
emphasis on the creation of good jobs and corporate citizenship. 
As summarized in Table 3.3, CBOs in peer-to-peer networks and 
collaborations tend to be midsize or large organizations, often manag-
ing various sites, and largely commanding budgets of over $8 million. 
They are willing to experiment with new ideas on networking, such 
as horizontal inter-organizational relations with multiple stakeholders. 
CBOs operating in these networks perceive system management as a 
joint task of many partners. In addition, they are strongly interested in 
connecting workforce development to multiple policy areas to deal with 
regional economic restructuring, urban sprawl, and the declining qual-
ity of jobs. For them, workforce development requires strong leader-
ship to advance stakeholder participation in the system and to elaborate 
strategies that complement standard work ﬁrst practices under the WIA, 
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such as career-ladder development—the so-called high-road strategies 
of workforce development. 
CBOs as Subordinate Participants in OSCCs
In recent years, the restructuring of social service delivery systems 
has diversiﬁed the avenues of inclusion, allowing many different kinds 
of intermediaries to participate in social support functions. But, the re-
Table 3.3  Description of CBO Peer-to-Peer OSCC Operator
• Can be either old, large CBO with multi-million dollar budget ($8+ mil-
lion) and various sites; or mid-size CBO with less than $10 million bud-
get, founded more recently and located on one site. 
• Can be a local/regional organization, or an afﬁliate of a national one. 
• Willing to experiment with new ideas, especially on networking. Has 
leveraged funding from foundations and other agents for this kind of ac-
tivity. Interested in innovations in WD beyond the mandates of the law.
• Mission statement grounded in group or functional identity, but with 
commitment to system democratization, equity, and horizontal interorga-
nizational relations. 
• Perceives system management as the joint task of many partners pulling 
their strengths together. Engages in peer-to-peer networking and shares 
in a division of labor on the management, design, and provision of WD 
activity and products. 
• Internal multidivisional specialization with professional staff, often with 
dept. to manage WD services and various OSCCs. Strategic interest in 
integrating WD to other policy areas to deal with regional problems and 
economic restructuring (sprawl, new economy, quality of jobs). WD 
treated not as a traditional human/social service, but as a matter of long-
term human/social development. Complementary WD activity to chal-
lenge simple work ﬁrst approach.
• CBO can be very involved in WD politics and other political issues. 
Strong voice for stakeholders’ participation. 
• CBO leadership participates in broader coalition or organization that has 
system-wide governance aspirations or functions (association of provid-
ers and CBOs; WD councils/coalitions).
• Networking advocates high-road strategies of WD. Strategies pursue 
long-term goals and attempt to mitigate the negative effects of economic 
restructuring.
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structuring has created mixed opportunities, including outright exclu-
sion for some CBOs. In the process of implementing the WIA at the 
local level, a signiﬁcant number of CBOs are connecting to OSCCs 
as subordinate participants. This pattern of subordinate engagement is 
not necessarily a negative situation, yet it shows that in some employ-
ment support systems, CBOs may lack the operational scale and politi-
cal clout to preside over the operation of an OSCC. In this context, the 
CBO may not relate directly to the WIB or any other public agency, 
but it can act as a subcontractor to a larger contractor upstream in the 
service supply chain, which connects the OSCC to the rest of the gov-
ernance and employment support system. As such, the CBO offers a 
very specialized or narrow service, acting as a gateway to a special 
population.  As depicted in Table 3.4, the CBOs engaged in this fashion 
include small, faith-based organizations as well as organizations that 
serve speciﬁc populations such as immigrants and refugees, youth, and 
persons with disabilities.4 For the most part, they were founded recent-
ly, although some may have a longer history, dating to the 1960s. Their 
funding base tends to depend on one major source, with complementary 
funding coming from the local or national philanthropic sector. CBOs 
as subordinate participants have little ﬂexibility to experiment with ser-
vice delivery, and they tend not to hold systematic relations with em-
ployers. These CBOs show interest in networking and collaborating in 
system-building but lack the resources to do so because such activities 
require and consume staff. Their strategic outlook on connecting work-
force development to other policy areas is also rather narrow, unlike 
CBOs in peer-to-peer networks.
CONTEXTUAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS  
INFLUENCING CBO POSITIONING
CBOs’ history, mission, and leadership are associated with repre-
senting and advocating for disadvantaged populations and with provid-
ing a broad range of social and human services to them. Much of their 
history and mission are also linked to a speciﬁc geography such as a 
neighborhood or barrio, or a section or district of a city, where they stay 
in close contact with their constituents. CBOs also show ample philo-
sophical diversity and uphold values of equality, diversity, and multi-
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culturalism. Sometimes CBOs have different approaches and capacities 
for community development depending upon their experience and time 
of foundation. For example, Unity Council, El Proyecto del Barrio, Op-
portunities Industrialization Center West (OICW), New Community 
Corporation, and United Migrant Opportunity Services (UMOS) were 
founded in the 1960s as a response to the disenfranchisement of mostly 
minority populations and disadvantaged workers. Although they have 
undergone organizational changes since, they have remained committed 
to serving those targeted populations. Further, they have expanded their 
services to reach other populations, such as more recent immigrants and 
refugees, and people with disabilities. More recently founded organiza-
tions align themselves with some of the same philosophical principles, 
yet focus their identity on a speciﬁc social or human service. Central 
Table 3.4  Description of CBO as Subordinate OSCC Operator
• Predominantly small CBOs; less than $2 million budget; recently found-
ed, although some have a longer history dating to 1960s. One location. 
Some mid-size CBOs as well have left WD activity.
• Local/neighborhood organizations. May have afﬁliation to national 
 organization, but that is not the rule. Some CBOs have been created by 
local government.
• Dependent on government funding received directly or through some in-
termediary. May have small contact with local and national philanthropy.
• Strong group identity and commitment to special populations. 
• Little ﬂexibility to experiment. Financial hardship is felt rapidly.
• May manage OSCC. Little capacity for performance management.
• Little internal functional specialization. Maybe 1–2 people devoted to 
WD.
• Connects to WD system as a provider of very specialized service, or as 
 a gateway to special population. Participates as partner through time-
sharing or part-time stafﬁng in OSCCs managed by other agents.
• Board concentrates on internal management issues and maintaining basic 
contact with outside world.
• Would like to network and collaborate in WD system, but it is costly and 
time consuming given the CBO’s small resource base.
• Marginal contact with employers.
• Little or no say in local political affairs.
• Little strategic capability to connect WD to broader policy issues (except 
through coalition-building).
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City Concern (1979) in Portland, Oregon, emerged to provide solutions 
to homelessness; Career Resources (1996) in Louisville, Kentucky, 
evolved out of speciﬁc efforts to provide employment services; Asian 
Resources (1980) in Sacramento, California, arose as a social service 
provider for immigrants and refugees; and Job Connection (1990) in 
Atlantic City, New Jersey, separated from the county to become an or-
ganization focused on employment issues.5
 CBOs’ diversity, history, and mission inﬂuence their involvement 
in programmatic areas, which can take various forms. Long-term histo-
ry and commitment to targeted issues and populations may be a source 
of legitimacy and political clout, a competitive advantage for participat-
ing in local workforce development systems. CBOs report that previous 
experience managing programs under JTPA or for welfare recipients 
helped them to be chosen to participate in the WIA-funded programs. 
Programmatic commitment can make a CBO a better synergy-building 
organization in a peer-to-peer system because it is considered a trusted 
partner. Multiple commitments in a programmatic agenda, however, can 
also work in the opposite direction, pushing an organization into isola-
tion and contributing to its marginalization from the system. Hartford 
Areas Rally Together (HART) in Hartford, Connecticut, for example, 
has wanted since the early implementation of the WIA to operate an 
OSCC satellite near the Puerto Rican/Latino neighborhood. Because of 
its commitment to a broader urban economic revitalization strategy that 
included workforce development, the organization aggressively tried to 
link its workforce development program activities to urban revitaliza-
tion. After some public protests of the city’s workforce development 
policies, which included a trafﬁc blockade in front of the State House, 
and numerous meetings with government ofﬁcials, HART decided to 
develop its own job center. The organization’s strong position on this, 
however, slowly changed as it realized how difﬁcult it was to provide 
workforce development services disconnected from the OSCC system. 
Eventually, the HART job center opened an OSCC satellite operation in 
its facilities to enhance services to the community.
Another important consideration inﬂuencing a CBO’s positioning is 
the web of inter-organizational relationships CBOs establish with their 
surrounding environment in order to meet their mission and service 
commitments.  Such relationships tend to change through time and are 
historically bounded. In the implementation of the WIA, great emphasis 
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has been placed on the newly acquired autonomy and ﬂexibility of local 
actors in deciding program features and workforce development policy. 
CBOs that are OSCC operators must contend with mandated partner-
ship requirements. In such a context, CBOs’ connectedness to other 
community organizations and government agencies is an important fac-
tor in facilitating the formation of partnerships and collaborations to 
serve the needs of both job seekers and employers. Historically, CBOs, 
for different reasons, have not been well connected to some of the types 
of organizations that may be crucial to developing effective workforce 
development systems, such as business associations, employers, and 
professional organizations. For CBOs, establishing, nurturing, or rede-
ﬁning these relations consumes valuable resources and often requires 
the use of additional professional expertise not readily available in the 
organization. 
In the cases we looked at, CBOs’ connectedness took on various 
expressions regarding their positioning in the OSCC system, especially 
for those that we catalogued as peer-to-peer operators. In Detroit, Jew-
ish Vocational Services connects to another strong primary provider like 
SER Metro-Detroit to manage the city’s OSCC system.6 For the Denver 
Employment Alliance, connectedness has served to minimize bureau-
cratic entanglements, make referrals seamless, and improve geographic 
and cultural access to services by promoting centers at more friendly lo-
cations than in downtown government buildings. For the Chicago Jobs 
Council, a membership organization comprising more than 100 CBOs 
and advocacy organizations, connectedness is related not so much to 
direct service delivery but to accountability, governance, and advocacy 
for disadvantaged workers. The organization seeks mainly to improve 
inclusiveness for CBOs at various levels of policy implementation, but 
especially at the OSCC level.
Primary operators also seek to use their connectedness to manage 
OSCCs, often as effectively as peer-to-peer operators. In the greater 
Detroit metro area, SER has sought connectedness to preserve a regu-
lar interaction with employers, since one of its workforce development 
strategies has been to keep a high proﬁle as a large volume provider of 
services under the WIA. Primary operators, however, tend to be more 
dominant and self-reliant agents in the context of the systems they work 
in. This is a pattern, for example, that we observed in strongly con-
tested and very complex local systems such as in Los Angeles. The 
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Los Angeles City OSCC system, which partially overlaps with the Los 
Angeles County system, relies on 11 CBOs to manage its 15 OSCCs. 
CBOs, for the most part, tend to operate with relative autonomy in rela-
tion to one another and to keep direct relations with the local WIB and 
with the Community Development Department that shares authority in 
managing the public system. In contrast, subordinate operators usually 
lack strong connectedness to other local organizations. As mainly small 
organizations, they have high transaction costs, must deal with stafﬁng 
shortages, and face overwhelming service demands from the neighbor-
hood. Networking, partnerships, and collaborations become an inter-
mittent activity that is pursued very narrowly depending on the speciﬁc 
issue under consideration. 
The types described above are not solely the result of implementa-
tion of the law. But the WIA, with other welfare reforms, established 
new rules which set in motion diverse patterns of positioning among 
CBOs. As CBOs sought adaptation, following the law came to involve 
much more than just implementing technical mandates. Signiﬁcant or-
ganizational and political challenges were part of assuming the chal-
lenge of using the newly gained ﬂexibility that came with the WIA. For 
some CBOs, the shift has been enabling, but for others it has not. What 
are the more speciﬁc characteristics of the new regime and their effect 
on CBO positioning?
POLICY CHANGE AND CBOS’ POSITIONING 
CBOs were operating in an increasingly competitive environment 
even prior to the implementation of the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 and the 
Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998. Federal reforms in welfare 
and employment services simply reinforced an existing trend of ex-
cluding CBOs from participating in local employment services. While 
the exclusion of CBOs from the delivery of employment services has 
probably increased overall, numerous CBOs have been combining their 
historical comparative advantages with newer practices to adapt to the 
revamped policy regimes (Cordero-Guzmán 2002; Folkman and Rai 
1999; USDOL 2001; Borges-Méndez and Meléndez 2002a,b; Melén-
dez, Kohler-Hausmann, and Borges-Méndez 2002; Meléndez, Dono-
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hue, and Borges-Méndez 2002; Nightingale 2001, 2002; Plastrik and 
Taylor 2001). For instance, relatively large CBOs with a long history as 
service providers were more capable of negotiating their way into the 
new local regimes and defending their position as system stakeholders. 
In these systems, CBOs seemed to become primary and peer-to-peer 
operators. The politics of implementation also created conditions in 
some regions in which WIBs and local authorities had to rely on CBOs 
to become strong partners, often as OSCC operators, simply because 
local government agencies did not have the outreach or operational ca-
pacity to deliver services. At times, local and state agencies have del-
egated the management of the local public system, beyond the manage-
ment of OSCCs, to CBOs (Chicago Jobs Council 1998; Kogan, Wolff, 
and Russell 1995; Mariani 1997; McIntire and Robins 1999; National 
One-Stop Team 1996; USDOL 1998; Salzman et al. 1999).7 Examples 
of an increased role for CBOs in the operation of local systems include 
organizations such as New Community Corporation (Newark, New Jer-
sey), Central City Concern (Portland, Oregon), OICW (Menlo Park, 
California), and SER Metro-Detroit, as well as conglomerates of CBOs 
in the cities of Boston, Milwaukee, and Los Angeles. 
 The implications of the transition to the WIA for CBOs as ser-
vice providers are still unfolding. In reality, the WIA has been under 
implementation for only about ﬁve years as of this publication date. 
Most jurisdictions are just now moving out of the initial stages, having 
undertaken to lay out WIBs and OSCCs, recruit core partners, establish 
performance standards, and formulate strategic development plans. Al-
though no large-scale survey study of CBO adaptation to shifts in policy 
exists, various comparative case studies of CBOs’ (and of other service 
providers’) compliance with WIA regulations identify some short-term 
responses and patterns of adaptation to shifts in the local regulatory 
structures (O’Shea 2000; Watrus, Torkelson, and Flynn 1996; Trutko 
and Barnow 1999; D’Amico et al. 1999; Kogan et al. 1997).8 These 
changes are the ﬁrst set of factors to inﬂuence the likelihood of CBOs 
becoming OSCC operators. Below we document the changes, relying 
on seven analytical categories often used in the literature for the analy-
sis of the WIA.
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Philosophy
There are two salient philosophical shifts in the WIA of particular 
relevance to CBOs. First, the WIA grants greater control and ﬂexibility 
to local authorities in the overall management of public employment ser-
vices. At the same time, the WIA also raises the stakes, in terms of sys-
temic accountability and compliance with performance standards, and 
requires local authorities to implement performance management. The 
WIA encourages the use of market-driven mechanisms to satisfy em-
ployment and training needs and demands by creating Individual Train-
ing Accounts (ITA). Through these tuition-like vouchers it encourages 
trade schools, private vendors, and community colleges to participate 
in the system as training providers. However, under the WIA, short-
term, work ﬁrst approaches to employment became signiﬁcantly more 
important than training (Frank, Rahmanou, and Savner 2003). Second, 
the WIA also demands that local workforce development systems be 
driven by customer satisfaction—that of both employers and job seek-
ers. In theory, levels of satisfaction among job seekers and employers 
have to be periodically surveyed as part of performance reports. But, at 
the same time that the law encouraged greater accountability and intro-
duced more stringent performance management mechanisms, there was 
a reduction in the training dollars available, and therefore fewer incen-
tives for CBOs to participate in the system.
CBOs reported difﬁculties with the philosophical shift in welfare 
and workforce development policy. Not all CBOs have been acquies-
cent in making this shift, yet the changes ultimately seem to be perco-
lating into the mission statements of CBOs. The philosophical blending 
of prior programmatic commitments with new service demands does 
not mean they have abandoned their historical commitment to represent 
(mainly underprivileged) communities or to serve particular popula-
tions (Withorn 2002). However, there is a noticeable change to a new 
discourse that puts some distance between itself and the more militant, 
populist discourse from the War on Poverty era. It is also noticeable that 
mission statements now incorporate newer principles such as organiza-
tional efﬁciency, outcome measures, funding diversiﬁcation, account-
ability, entrepreneurialism, re-engineering and strategic planning, and 
reducing welfare dependency. For CBOs to assimilate some of these 
newer principles—many taken from the private sector—oftentimes en-
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tailed changes in stafﬁng, new approaches to client outreach and case 
management, casting a public image, and revamping operations. This 
philosophical shift, it is worth noting, is infused by an overall reformist 
movement that has captivated a signiﬁcant part of the entire nonproﬁt 
sector and some levels of government (Kettl 2000).
Second, the most striking philosophical change for CBOs has been 
in accommodating work ﬁrst approaches to employment. Many CBOs 
have stated that these approaches must be connected to, or evolve into, 
more complex interventions if they are to improve the employment out-
comes and advancement opportunities of disadvantaged workers over 
the long haul. CBOs are quite aware of this dilemma, yet they are ﬁnan-
cially strapped by the overall bias of the act and the mandated funding 
streams that primarily support work ﬁrst programmatic and placement 
activities. Finally, the philosophical shift has implied rethinking tactical 
approaches to organizational and economic survival. In the new policy 
regime, performance-based agreements, vendor competition, and cus-
tomer choice are forcing CBOs to explore new programs, collabora-
tions, and network afﬁliations to remain competitive (Borges-Méndez 
and Meléndez 2002a,b; Meléndez, Kohler-Hausmann, and Borges-Mén- 
dez 2002; Meléndez, Donohue, and Borges-Méndez 2002; Plastrik and 
Taylor 2001).
Governance and Oversight
The WIA created Workforce Investment Boards (WIBs) to replace 
Private Industry Councils (PICs).  A state-level WIB (appointed by the 
governor) is responsible for overseeing local WIBs. The local WIB 
has jurisdiction over a speciﬁc area. The WIBs, in contrast to PICs, are 
not allowed to be direct service providers. They are primarily a policy 
body with oversight authority for WIA funding, though other funding 
streams may be delegated to the WIBs for operational integration at 
the local level. WIBs are also in charge of setting certiﬁcation policies 
and procedures for local service providers.  The composition of local 
WIBs is set up to have representatives of the private business sector, 
government, labor, education, and other local stakeholders. WIBs are 
ﬁnancially accountable to city or county government, or a combination 
of them.9 By the sunset of JTPA, PICs appeared to have evolved into 
passive bureaucratic-administrative agents; it is assumed that the WIBs 
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will replace them with entrepreneurialism and synergistic engagements 
with multiple sectors (public, private, and nonproﬁt).10 In some locales, 
WIBs remained practically identical in composition to the PICs. 
The shift from PICs to WIBs created numerous challenges to local 
areas, such as deﬁning an optimum board size, given the unmanageable 
number of mandated partners, and recruiting local industry leadership. 
In some locales, CBOs are represented at the board and participate in 
decision-making. In particular, some large CBOs or coalitions of CBOs 
have had signiﬁcant input in the governance affairs of local systems. 
This is especially true in cities and locales where CBOs are active play-
ers with political clout and have a track record in workforce program 
administration from the previous JTPA regime. In these locales, some 
large CBOs have been hands-on managers of the transition, deeply en-
gaged with some of the WIBs’ decisions on levels of funding for OS-
CCs, certiﬁcation policies for service providers, and strategic orienta-
tions to grow the local employment system (Fitzgerald and Sutton 2000; 
Borges-Méndez and Meléndez 2002a,b; Meléndez, Kohler-Hausmann, 
and Borges-Méndez 2002; Meléndez, Donohue, and Borges-Méndez 
2002). However, in most areas, CBOs reported feeling alienated from 
the decision-making process and lacked adequate representation on lo-
cal WIBs. 
CBO participation on local WIBs is to a large extent a function 
of the CBO’s own board’s political activism and engagement with the 
local employment system. In our interviews, CBO managers insisted 
on the critical role of CBO board leadership in formulating and imple-
menting a pragmatic plan or vision to guide CBO positioning within the 
system. Politically, board leadership can provide an important source 
of political stewardship, especially if board members are involved and 
participate in broader political affairs. The strength of the CBO board 
leadership, however, may be related to how many of its members come 
from the private sector. Most CBOs interviewed consider strong pri-
vate sector membership to be a critical aspect of developing successful 
workforce development programs and of establishing effective work-
ing relations with employers and local WIBs. Gender, racial, ethnic 
and multicultural diversity in board membership are also critical to the 
CBO’s capacity for building networks and associations with a broad 
range of stakeholders. In addition, board leadership can act as a buffer 
between the CBO and government in regard to performance-compli-
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ance issues. Finally, CBO board leadership can act as a critical linkage 
between the CBO and its ability to connect workforce development to 
other policy arenas and issues such as economic development, hous-
ing, and health—policy areas that may improve the quality of jobs. In 
summary, board political clout, managerial expertise, and diversity are 
all critical factors in the ability of CBOs to adapt to changing policy 
regimes. Most CBOs attribute participation in the local WIB’s gover-
nance and a good part of their success in becoming OSCC operators to 
strong board leadership. 
Service Delivery Structure
The WIA seeks to increase ﬂexibility and local autonomy in service 
delivery while also increasing service, promoting universal access, and 
integrating programs. Because of these objectives, the WIA increases 
service delivery demands upon local systems. One-stop career centers 
are institutionalized as the frontline, integrated service delivery mecha-
nism. Under the WIA, 17 categories of programs, funded through four 
separate federal agencies, are required to provide services through the 
OSCC system; the four federal agencies are the departments of Labor, 
Education, Health and Human Services, and Housing and Urban De-
velopment (U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce 2000b). All of these pro-
grams are not required to be available on-site at OSCCs, although there 
are some mandated partners that must have a presence at OSCCs and 
share a portion of operational costs. OSCC operators are selected and 
certiﬁed by local WIBs, and OSCCs can be operated by different types 
of agents: CBOs, unions, for-proﬁt companies, city and county govern-
ments, and universities and community colleges. They often oversee 
three types of services: core, intensive, and training. The mix of such 
services is determined by WIA regulations and by local factors. 
The new service delivery requirements challenged CBOs to modi-
fy their delivery capacity. The shift to universal access, although very 
much compatible with the historical commitment of CBOs to promote 
and preserve equity in service provision, implied devoting signiﬁcant 
resources for outreach among new constituencies and providing servic-
es to them. The new clients sometimes are located beyond the immedi-
ate geographic boundaries of CBO activity. In the context of complying 
with the WIA, the implementation of universal access and the work 
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ﬁrst mandate implied expanding the client base and doing more intense 
follow-up activity. In recent years, CBOs have been pushed to do more 
with less while working with populations that have multiple barriers 
to employment. The relative concentration of some types of workers 
or populations within the client base of communities makes this task 
much more difﬁcult and signiﬁcantly affects the positioning of CBOs. 
In addition, the relatively larger size of welfare caseloads at the county 
(or city) level during the early implementation of the WIA offered many 
CBOs opportunities to participate in workforce development through 
work ﬁrst programs. As case loads declined and Welfare-to-Work fund-
ing dried up, however, these entry opportunities diminished. Among 
those CBOs that developed work ﬁrst programs, many report that they 
have not been able to upscale their services beyond work ﬁrst into re-
tention or training services and are beginning to experience exclusion 
from core operations of the systems, or have become marginal (niche) 
subcontractors.  
Planning, Program Development, and Staff
JTPA stipulated two-year cycles for programming. The WIA, by 
contrast, demands that WIBs develop ﬁve-year strategic plans for their 
workforce development areas. These plans are annually revised and 
subjected to public scrutiny. Strategic plans have to be approved by the 
state WIB, which then submits a uniﬁed strategy to the federal Depart-
ment of Labor. Providers receiving more than a certain level of funding 
from local WIBs are also required to submit strategic plans, especially 
providers in charge of managing OSCCs.11 The demands of a plan with 
a ﬁve-year strategic horizon implied ridding the CBO organizational 
culture of “back-of-the-envelope” planning or of rigid request-for-pro-
posal (RFP) driven program development.  The new planning outlook 
would have to combine long-term strategies of sustainability with per-
formance evaluation considerations, giving particular attention to re-
tention, customer satisfaction, and program integration. The implica-
tions for program development that derive from a more competitive 
environment are apparent. In the new regime, funding allocation and 
re-approval as vendors would be connected not to pre-negotiated con-
tractual levels but to actual performance in a range of core, intensive, 
and training services. 
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Responses to the new planning and program development demands 
varied among CBOs. Some large CBOs, already having experienced 
the political and economic challenges of a prior era, actively engaged in 
adaptive practices, especially in diversifying funding portfolios (includ-
ing government contracts) and, to the extent possible, reduced depen-
dency on government funding. The shift from contract-based to perfor-
mance-based, at the most immediate level, implied fronting signiﬁcant 
funds in developing and complying with the new policy mandates with-
out assurances of recovering expenditures and investments in the new 
WIA-induced infrastructures. In contrast, smaller CBOs experienced a 
difﬁcult time in adapting to the new planning demands. Changes in the 
planning horizon and in the orientation of programs—for instance, into 
more work ﬁrst approaches and customer choice—required leadership 
and boards of directors in CBOs to become more proactive in terms of 
engaging the private sector and newer partners.12 
CBO size and specialization were important determinants of how 
CBOs responded to the demands imposed by planning new programs 
and adapting resources and capacity to the local performance regimes. 
In this context, CBOs’ deployment of human resources and staff be-
came a major force in determining CBOs’ positioning within the OSCC 
systems.  Large CBOs had more ﬂexibility in restructuring the organiza-
tion. For instance, the professional development of CBO staff facilitates 
compliance with the stronger, performance-driven approach brought by 
the WIA. CBOs also developed new marketing strategies, which they 
deployed at various levels and through multiple media. CBOs intending 
to become visible and effective at recruitment hired marketing special-
ists and technology managers. Practically all primary operators have 
developed a new battery of instruments to meet the outreach require-
ments of programs targeting welfare recipients and the WIA mandate 
for universal access. Similarly, reaching out to employers has also en-
tailed revamping the skills of job developers and traditional case man-
agers or social workers. In part, CBOs met these challenges by promot-
ing cross-training, teamwork, and learning from experience within the 
organization.  Finally, CBO positioning in the OSCC system has been 
inﬂuenced by the resources devoted to strengthen management systems 
in areas such as case management, participant tracking, performance 
reporting, fundraising, and accounting.
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Market Competition
The WIA opens the local systems to increased competition among 
service providers through the use of Individual Training Accounts 
(ITAs), a tuition-like, portable training voucher. The reasoning behind 
the ITAs is to encourage trade schools and community colleges to de-
velop more programs targeting disadvantaged populations, while pro-
viding more training options for workers. However, to most CBOs, the 
idea of market competition through training vouchers was an entirely 
new concept. In our interviews, most CBOs—large or small—reported 
that they were not prepared to enter into such competition for various 
reasons. First, competition increased turf battles for funding, clients, 
and service delivery markets. This dispersed the political inﬂuence of 
CBOs and thus their ability to engage in meaningful decision-making 
in the restructured local employment services system. Second, trade 
schools and community colleges coming into the ITA market were like-
ly to be better equipped than CBOs to compete for tuition-like funds 
and clients. In fact, the WIA was structured to give an initial advan-
tage to community colleges by providing a one-year grace period for 
initial certiﬁcation. Many CBOs perceived that the ﬁeld was not level 
even before competition was unleashed. Third, increased competitive 
pressures came simultaneously with demands for greater accountability 
and performance, which for many CBOs represented a management 
challenge given the inordinate volume of data collection and reporting 
required for participating in the program. Finally, the implementation 
of ITAs introduced a great deal of uncertainty for CBOs: Would ITAs 
contribute to draining resources from nonproﬁts into the private sector? 
Would ITAs be captured by the new providers and leave CBOs simply 
to specialize in core and intensive services? Would ITAs be available, 
or would they become too difﬁcult for the CBOs’ constituencies to get 
access to (Trutko and Barnow 1999)? 
Despite these barriers, some CBOs that are large primary opera-
tors and some CBOs that are in peer-to-peer networks redesigned their 
programs and management system to participate in the ITA program. 
Redesigning programs to beneﬁt from ITAs, however, depended on 
having a strong history of providing employment services and training 
facilities in-house, like OICW in Menlo Park. Some primary operators 
Melendez Book.indb   102 12/16/2004   1:35:33 PM
CBOs and the One-Stop Career Center System   103
have created sister or afﬁliate branches that provide the training service 
sought by ITA clients, like SER Metro-Detroit. In this regard, the CBOs 
that could integrate the ITA into a pre-existing training infrastructure or 
experience have beneﬁted. In addition, strong connections to the pri-
vate sector and good relations with city and county government greatly 
inﬂuenced the successful use of ITAs by CBOs. Getting to be a train-
ing provider certiﬁed by the local WIB and setting ITA expenditure 
levels are critical to the feasibility of using the ITA program. Both are 
negotiated processes that involve local authorities, WIBs, and provid-
ers, especially since ITA expenditure levels are not preset by federal 
authorities. 
Local competitive conditions and relations among providers also 
inﬂuenced CBO positioning within the OSCC. Not all cities, counties, 
or regions show the same mix and density of labor market intermediar-
ies or have the same history regarding collaboration and networking 
among stakeholders. Large and densely populated markets are often 
contested by large and experienced intermediaries. The Los Angeles 
metro area is a case in point. In its markets, smaller CBOs face higher 
entry barriers and operational costs. In such cases, large CBOs may be 
able to make their way into the system through their political capabili-
ties or by demonstrating their comparative advantage in the provision 
of services. The Los Angeles Urban League’s (LAUL) political clout 
facilitates its positioning as primary operator in a heavily contested 
market for workforce development services. Smaller CBOs may sim-
ply stay away from the WIA funding or become subcontractors provid-
ing very speciﬁc services. Alternatively, in a few locales CBOs decided 
to work together and form collaborations. The success of this strategy 
depends upon the history of networking and operational collaboration 
in the area. The greater Boston area contains examples of these kinds 
of collaborative relations. In Boston, Jewish Vocational Services (JVS) 
in collaboration with the Economic Development and Industrial Cor-
poration’s Ofﬁce of Jobs and Community Services (EDIC/JCS) and the 
Higher Education Center, manage one of the city’s three OSCCs. In 
locales with smaller and less competitive labor markets and relatively 
weak government agencies, some CBOs have become central operators 
in the system, often in charge of managing the entire OSCC system. In 
Menlo Park and Detroit, OICW and SER, respectively, anchor the local 
systems. In Detroit, SER and two other organizations, JVS and Ross, 
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administer the local OSCC system under a charter from the WIB. In all 
of these circumstances, WIBs are responsible for shaping the structure 
of local or regional employment services markets through the charter-
ing of OSCCs and certiﬁcation policies. Local discretion by WIBs and 
ﬂexibility in policy implementation, however, can push the process in 
one of two directions, either facilitating or hindering CBOs’ access to 
the market. 
Program and Funding Streams
Under JTPA, low income was a criteria for program eligibility for 
adults, youth, and displaced workers. The WIA preserves those three 
main target groups but shifts to universal access regardless of income. 
In addition, with the new emphasis on universal access the WIA im-
posed requirements on the 17 programs spread across four departments. 
Title I of the WIA absorbs most of the JTPA programs. Other changes 
fall under other title sections of the act. Title II replaced the Adult Edu-
cation Act with the Adult Education and Family Act. Title III amended 
the Wagner-Peyser Act, which established the Employment Service. 
The Title III section transformed that service into the foundation of the 
OSCC system by requiring that its information and labor exchange ac-
tivity be provided as part of the OSCC system. Title IV amended the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which set requirements for vocational re-
habilitation (U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce 2001a,b).13 A number of 
those programs, like Welfare-to-Work and the Migrant and Seasonal 
Farm Worker Employment and Training Program, are currently being 
phased out and new ones are being created for faith-based organiza-
tions.14 At the level of OSCCs, services stemming from these diverse 
streams and programs, then, are required to be funneled into a three-tier 
(sequential) system of core, intensive, and training services (U.S. Gen-
eral Accounting Ofﬁce 2000a,b). 
Historically, CBOs have been quite capable at integrating services 
that have multiple funding streams (Nightingale 2001). The WIA, how-
ever, posed a newer challenge, in two ways. First, the consolidation of 
program and funding streams came with more stringent demands of per-
formance accountability (especially on job retention) and customer sat-
isfaction among job seekers and employers. Thus, signiﬁcant resources 
were necessary to harmonize case data and accounting management 
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systems to meet and report on the new standards. These resources for 
adaptation were, for the most part, nonexistent, except where some of 
the funding for the early implementation of the act may have been po-
litically negotiated to address the speciﬁc needs of CBOs, which were 
operating as subcontractors (U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce 2002; 
Borges-Méndez and Meléndez 2002a,b; Meléndez, Kohler-Hausmann, 
and Borges-Méndez 2002; Meléndez, Donohue, and Borges-Méndez 
2002). Mainly, it has been the large primary operators, such as OICW 
in Menlo Park, the Los Angeles Urban League, and SER Metro-De-
troit, that have been able to carry forward with program integration, 
although not without problems. The technology, staff, and continuous 
client satisfaction surveys for multiple programs and multilingual pop-
ulations that receive services across various sites are extremely difﬁcult 
to maintain. Various administrators commented that their organizations 
seem to be “working to maintain the system” instead of working to 
improve the quality of services. Second, internal program and service 
integration within any particular provider would require partial harmo-
nization with other kinds of partners in various settings. The need for 
harmonization would clearly emerge in the processes of implementing 
OSCCs, of creating chains of service provision, of meeting the partner-
ship requirements of the law, or of implementing networks of providers 
in order to organize and process referrals. Given that many providers do 
not necessarily provide all three kinds of core, service, and training ser-
vices in one location, these networks help organize the various types of 
services among providers. In terms of external harmonization, greater 
local autonomy and ﬂexibility in service integration are likely to create 
both negative and positive networking externalities for CBOs and other 
agents (Cordero-Guzmán 2002; Harrison and Weiss 1998).15 Increased 
interaction in the form of networks, partnerships, and collaborative pro-
gramming and service delivery could become not only laboratories of 
innovation, but nodules of friction and conﬂict.
Performance Standards 
The JTPA was a contract-based system in which funds were allocat-
ed to providers according to pre-negotiated and preset levels of service 
provision. The WIA is a performance-based system in which provid-
ers are partly reimbursed for achieving performance targets. The JTPA 
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placed little emphasis on retention and follow-up of clients, whereas 
the WIA establishes strong provisions of systemic accountability that 
require data to be gathered on services provided, placements, and reten-
tion (up to a year after placement). The Department of Labor requires 
data from OSCCs on 17 performance indicators and periodic customer 
satisfaction surveys of job seekers and employers. The WIA also ties 
cost reimbursement to meeting performance targets. 
The issues of performance and accountability are shaped by the 
power dynamics of intergovernmental relations and the devolution of 
the federal system.16 During the implementation of the WIA, for CBOs 
to meet new standards in retention, follow-up, and customer satisfac-
tion entailed ﬁlling out more paperwork and taking on greater bureau-
cratic loads. Many CBOs reported that enhancing services and gaining 
inclusion implied implementing changes in stafﬁng, managerial phi-
losophies, coalition-building, and partnership development. In some re-
gards, by doing so CBOs are opening themselves to greater public and 
political scrutiny. In antagonistic political environments, such openness 
may not be in CBOs’ best interests, as it can be used not to effect con-
structive policy change but to narrow the range of inclusion of CBOs in 
public policy making. The prospect of having to disclose performance 
under unfriendly or punitive political conditions has certainly affected 
the political calculus and thus the choices of CBOs. In many local con-
texts, the technical difﬁculties of raising performance levels and achiev-
ing those higher levels in service delivery are inevitably transformed 
into political justiﬁcations to further shed CBOs from service delivery 
systems (Borges-Méndez and Meléndez 2002a,b; Meléndez, Kohler-
Hausmann, and Borges-Méndez 2002; Meléndez, Donohue, and Bor-
ges-Méndez 2002).17 OICW in Menlo Park, for instance, reported that 
there was a continual battle for placement and retention numbers, refer-
ring to the difﬁculties in claiming a successful placement after program 
participants have undergone various sequential programs. Also, OICW 
indicated that the prospects of forming partnerships between CBOs and 
community colleges have been discouraged by the performance report-
ing requirements of the WIA. Some community colleges see reporting 
requirements as intrusive and excessive.
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THE GENERAL INFLUENCE OF THE LAW ON THE TYPES 
OF CBO-OSCC POSITIONING 
From the discussion of the multiple dimensions of the law, various 
observations are pertinent. First, CBOs that are primary and peer-to-
peer operators of OSCCs have been able to accommodate some of the 
WIA’s philosophical principles, like the work ﬁrst mandate, within the 
broader scope of their historical mission. Such has been the case with 
large multidivisional, multiservice CBOs like LAUL, OICW, UMOS, 
SER Metro-Detroit, and New Community Corporation, which have 
a long-standing and well established history of program and political 
management. This gives them the ﬂexibility to modify program struc-
ture without changing their mission. Although they are in disagreement 
with work ﬁrst approaches to workforce development, these organiza-
tions adapted to the change and combined it within other initiatives, 
like career ladders and skills training, that complemented the short-term 
outlook of the work ﬁrst approach. Also, at times, they negotiated pro-
gram modiﬁcations to work ﬁrst, such as changing OSCC funding al-
location formulae, using their leverage as recognized service providers 
and political stewards within their jurisdictions. Admittedly, these are 
large organizations with above average annual budgets and more than 
20 years of existence, among other attributes. However, mid-size CBOs, 
with solidly established track records in speciﬁc functional areas such 
as health, education, or human services have also become successful 
OSCC primary operators or are partnering in established OSCCs. This 
may be attributable to their specialized expertise and performance as 
service providers rather than as all encompassing CBOs. Small CBOs, 
mainly recently founded ones, seem to be more likely to become sub-
ordinate subcontractors to the extent that they have less resources and 
organizational capital to invest in program restructuring without signiﬁ-
cant shifts in their overall mission objectives. 
Second, CBOs that have become primary and peer-to-peer opera-
tors directly participate in the governance of the public employment 
and OSCC systems. That is, CBOs are service providers but they are 
often also members of their local WIBs and active participants in the 
decision making process along with local administrators. In addition, 
this participation in governance of the system serves as a connection to 
other collaborations that are formed by such interaction, like industry-
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focused workforce development initiatives or partnerships with profes-
sional associations. CBOs acting in more subordinate roles participate 
more indirectly or sporadically in the governance of these systems, al-
though on occasion large CBOs become the conduit for smaller CBOs 
to participate in the governance of the local system. 
Third, the introduction of ITAs has produced a mixed effect upon 
CBO positioning. ITAs are difﬁcult to access and monitor. Even some of 
the large CBOs that have become primary operators have not been able 
to use them. Only CBOs that have close-knit and multilevel workforce 
development programs with employers seem to be capable of using and 
promoting ITAs among their clients. The integrated programs include 
training, curriculum development, and joint fundraising, among other 
features. SER Metro-Detroit and OICW ﬁt this description. ITAs, for 
the most part, are too difﬁcult to handle by CBOs in subordinate roles. 
Fourth, the WIA, and welfare reform in general, demands program 
and funding stream consolidation, and thus much program coordina-
tion and harmonization on the part of service providers. CBOs that 
are primary and peer-to-peer operators have been able to manage this 
challenge through various kinds of efﬁciency-enhancing activities or 
through networking with other organizations. For instance, CBOs have 
implemented service quality-control practices, have created technologi-
cal management units and service matrices, have cross-trained staff to 
facilitate multi-program interventions, and have diversiﬁed collabora-
tions. CBOs in subordinate positions cannot accommodate or manage 
these dynamics for various reasons, including organizational size, lack 
of partners, inhospitable political conditions, or lack of human resourc-
es. But among larger CBOs, the North Texas Human Resource Group 
has been actively engaged in training OSCC frontline staff. OICW has 
strongly pursued technological modernization to improve case manage-
ment across programs. Boston Career Link, an OSCC, has sought har-
monization through intensive networking and collaborative integration 
between CBOs with distinct competitive advantages in ﬁelds ranging 
from health and human services to accounting and management. 
Fifth, the mandate and challenge of universal access has placed 
CBOs in a double bind—both philosophically and in terms of service 
delivery. Historically, CBOs have served as advocates and service pro-
viders for a broad range of populations and constituencies. However, 
this commitment can hit resource limits when various other factors are 
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considered for service delivery, such as the capacity to handle an in-
creased volume of clients, shifting neighborhood demographics that de-
mand newer cultural competencies, or a rapidly deteriorating job base 
in the region. CBOs that were able to become primary operators and 
peer-to-peer operators had the capacity to underwrite and execute the 
scaling up of operations. They may have upgraded through any of sev-
eral avenues, such as creating newer entities to improve ﬁnancial sus-
tainability, absorbing smaller CBOs with relevant attributes and compe-
tencies, entering into partnerships with other organizations, and chang-
ing or adding geographic locations. For instance, SER Metro-Detroit 
has created, or spun off from itself, various organizations to optimize 
relations with employers in order to advance a high-volume placement 
strategy. The San Diego Career Opportunities Partners organization has 
tackled the dilemma through a more horizontal organizational struc-
ture that promotes partnerships outside of contractual Memorandums 
of Understanding (MOUs). El Proyecto del Barrio in Los Angeles has 
simply decided to aggressively diversify operations into workforce de-
velopment from a strong service platform and expertise in health and 
human services. 
Finally, under the WIA, complying with the newly created perfor-
mance standards seems tremendously relevant to CBO positioning. 
Some CBOs said that the decision to establish an OSCC, a satellite 
center, or not to participate in the system rested upon the prospects of 
complying with the new standards.18 Among the factors given by CBOs 
that weighed on their decision whether to participate in the OSCC sys-
tem were 1) cost of human resources and technology, 2) additional (and 
apparently irrelevant) paperwork, 3) inter-jurisdictional conﬂicts, 4) 
added general uncertainty in program planning, and 5) simple objection 
to incomprehensible indicators that had no practical application. Not-
withstanding, primary operators have taken up the challenge of adapt-
ing to the new performance regime. LAUL has incorporated into the 
management of its three OSCCs a complex system of quality control 
that links programmatic and organizational performance at various lev-
els, including staff performance, program outcomes, and staff training 
needs determined by client feedback. And OICW in Menlo Park has de-
cisively taken over the shaping of the client tracking and performance 
system in light of San Mateo County’s inability to get an electronic data 
base and card system up and running.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
The impact of the implementation of the WIA on CBO positioning 
has been uneven. Changes brought upon CBOs by the WIA are not the 
sole inﬂuence on their positioning. Other environmental and organiza-
tional factors are at play, such as policy devolution, the history and mis-
sion of CBOs, and the quality of connectedness to other actors in local 
workforce development systems. These factors have triggered differen-
tiated responses on the part of CBOs and multiple paths of adaptation.
Some large, old, and well-established CBOs have been able to adapt 
to the changes and to incorporate some of the fundamental mandates 
of the new law, such as the universal access and work ﬁrst approaches. 
In the process, however, they have also used the operational ﬂexibil-
ity granted by the law to local agents to challenge, and on occasion 
to modify, some aspects of the implementation of the law at the local 
level, such as OSCC funding allocation formulae, responsibilities in 
system-wide management, multi-jurisdictional data management stan-
dards, and partnership requirements. As primary operators of OSCCs, 
some CBOs have gone a step further, combining and interconnecting 
work ﬁrst approaches with other long-term outlooks to workforce de-
velopment. These may include career-ladder development, complex 
and multilevel collaborations with employers, industrial cluster devel-
opment strategies, and strong social service support to assure retention 
and long-term individual and family stability. Conversely, other, small-
er CBOs with far less resources experienced a more difﬁcult transition, 
having either to exit the system or become subordinate subcontractors. 
Both responses, however, pose a dilemma for all CBOs, one that has 
to do with the search for pragmatic approaches to combining commit-
ment and performance—two goals that can be at odds with each other 
in the context of CBOs having to serve, represent, and advocate for 
disadvantaged workers that are increasingly disenfranchised by welfare 
reforms.
This complex interaction between CBOs’ overall commitment to 
serving disadvantaged populations and their necessity to provide ser-
vices under the pressures of more stringent performance standards cre-
ates several organizational dilemmas.  At the programmatic level, CBOs 
have become the main integrators of various funding streams from the 
WIA and other sources from the areas of education, disability, Medi-
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caid, Housing and Urban Development, social policy, and transporta-
tion. The WIA contemplated this kind of interface to produce integrated 
workforce development systems yet made few proposals and offered 
few resources for CBOs to do so. By remaining in clear compliance 
with the law and going beyond the mandate, CBOs have added value to 
the system in this role. 
CBOs have also shown operational ﬂexibility in terms of covering 
new geographic areas and neighborhoods, attending to new populations, 
implementing technological improvements, promoting the cross-train-
ing of staff, and articulating increased coordination with new agencies. 
CBOs who became OSCC operators have often implemented internal 
capacity-building strategies. Some organizations are already following 
all-encompassing improvement strategies built on models and prin-
ciples of “total quality management,” “learning communities,” “non-
proﬁt sustainability,” “leadership and multicultural development,” and 
“customer satisfaction,” as well as using more traditional tools drawn 
from the world of organizational management and community devel-
opment (community organizing, empowerment, and activism). These 
ideas are being extended to shape OSCCs’ operations. It is worth not-
ing that several stakeholders sponsoring these strategies for capacity 
building, such as the National Association of Workforce Boards or the 
National Governors Association, also play a critical role in lobbying for 
their constituents at policy making levels of government. CBO activity 
in this regard appears more scattered and disconnected. In some cases, 
CBOs may be afﬁliated with national umbrella organizations or may 
be chapter afﬁliates of a larger matrix organization; such afﬁliations 
offer some opportunity to become more actively involved in policy set-
ting activities. CBOs at the local level, especially those working within 
peer-to-peer arrangements and broader community development pro-
grams, have come together on a more organized and permanent basis, 
forming service provider coalitions and inﬂuencing a workforce devel-
opment policy agenda. 
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Notes
 1.  According to the U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce (2001a, p. 6, n. 10), “Labor 
introduced the one-stop concept in 1994, when it began awarding implementa-
tion grants to help states bring Labor-funded employment and training programs 
into a single infrastructure.” Also, before the WIA, some states had reformed 
their employment and training programs and had created OSCCs, along with 
other reforms in social welfare policy.
 2.  We carried out these site visits as an indirect result of other research projects on 
related issue involving the following organizations: Los Angeles Urban League, 
OICW, UMOS, SER Metro-Detroit, CETA, Asian Resources, Boston Career 
Link, and JVS-Boston.
 3.  Numerous cases of partnerships and promising practices are in Clymer, Rob-
erts, and Strawn (2001) and in AFL-CIO Working For America Institute (2001). 
The speciﬁc proﬁles of the cases and organizations are available at http://www 
.workingforamerica.org/documents/HighRoadReport/highroadreport.htm.
 4. For a list of faith-based organizations in workforce development see Bender 
(2003).
 5. In our list of cases we have organizations that might qualify as faith-based orga-
nizations, as they were founded by religious or ecumenical coalitions or move-
ments. Through the years, however, they have become more secular in their 
service provision activity. This is the case with OICW, Goodwill Industries, and 
the Jewish Vocational Service (JVS) in Boston and Detroit.
 6. SER is an acronym for Service, Employment, and Redevelopment–Jobs for 
Progress. SER Metro-Detroit is a multiservice, community-based corporation 
established in 1971. For more information, see its Web site, http://www.sermetro 
.org.
 7. Most of these reports, as well as a whole host of implementation manuals and 
guidebooks on the WIA institutional infrastructure, can be found at the Web site 
of the Employment and Training Administration, http://www.doleta.gov (ac-
cessed Spring 2003).
 8. Recently a large-scale survey of faith-based organizations was made available. 
See Bender (2003).
 9. According to the U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce (2001a, pp. 11–12), “There 
are 54 state workforce investment boards and approximately 600 local boards 
(including District of Columbia, U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico and Guam). 
WIA listed what types of members should participate on the workforce invest-
ment boards, but did not prescribe a minimum number of members. Also, it 
allowed governors to select representatives from various segments of the work-
force investment community, including business, education, labor, and other or-
ganizations with experience in the delivery of workforce investment activities 
to be represented on the state boards. The speciﬁcs of the local board mem-
bership were similar to those for the state.” Also, according to a recent study 
by the Charitable Choice Center and the University Center for Academic and 
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Workforce Development at the University at Albany, State University of New 
York (SUNY), “On April 17, 2002, USDOL issued a Training and Employment 
Guidance Letter (No.17-01) requesting: ‘that states take actions to broaden the 
number of grassroots community-based organizations, including faith-based or-
ganizations, which partner with Local Workforce Investment Boards (WIBs) 
and the One-Stop Career Centers.’ ” The report adds, “On July 1, 2002, USDOL 
became the ﬁrst federal agency to award grants targeted speciﬁcally at states and 
intermediary organizations. As a result, $17.5 million was awarded to 12 states 
and 29 organizations in an effort to link faith-based and grassroots community 
organizations to the One-Stop Career Center system” (Bender 2003).
 10. On PICs becoming passive bureaucratic entities, see Lafer (2002). On trying 
to make WIBs more active agents, see The Workforce Board Development Se-
ries, published by the National Association of Workforce Boards. The series 
includes titles such as Workforce Board Leadership: Advice from Experienced 
CEOs (2001), and Putting Your WIB on the Political Map: Tips on Marketing, 
Communications and Public Relations (2000). The NAWB is a member of the 
Business Coalition for Workforce Development, a group of 35 national busi-
ness organizations “helping employers set up effective training and employment 
systems under the federal Workforce Investment Act” (National Association of 
Workforce Boards  2000, p. 3).
 11. The required level varies, being determined and negotiated locally.
 12. On the overall adaptation of CBOs to performance-based contracting see Sanger 
(2000). Other important works on the adaptation of nonproﬁts (CBOs among 
them) to structural changes in subcontracting, devolution, and privatization are 
Boris and Steurle (1999) and Smith and Lipsky (1993).
 13. See the text of the full act at http://www.doleta.gov/reports/docs/legislation (ac-
cessed July 2, 2004).
 14. A summary of the cutbacks can be found in the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Summary of ETA Fiscal Year 2003 Request, at http://www.doleta.gov/budget/
03reqsum.pdf (accessed July 2, 2004).
 15. One of the objectives of the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Jobs Initiative has 
been to support and document patterns of collaboration and networking in vari-
ous cities. See Fleisher (2001) and Annie E. Casey Foundation (2001). The An-
nie E. Casey Foundation publications can be downloaded from http://www.aecf 
.org.
16. The essays in Sawicky (1999) provide an overview of the governmental changes 
that have taken place in various policy areas as a result of devolution. For more 
comprehensive and in-depth accounts of federal devolution and of the last major 
welfare reform, see Conlan (1998) and Weaver (2000). For some of the implica-
tions of the New Federalism and devolution on social policy research method-
ologies, see Bell (1999) and King (1999).
 17. These observations unfold from the authors’ research on four cases of the value-
added contribution of CBOs to the OSCC system.
 18. A “satellite” is a reduced-functions OSCC that can depend on a formal OSCC 
and does not have all of the partnership and service requirements of a full-blown 
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center. A satellite can be used to offer services in far away locations or places 
(neighborhoods, workplaces) that may not need all of the services demanded by 
the law. Satellites can be used and created for other strategic or outreach pur-
poses as well, such as to increase the participation of organizations that cannot 
afford to run OSCCs or that cannot meet some of the certiﬁcation requirements 
established by WIBs.
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In recent years, unions have sponsored an increasing number of 
workforce development initiatives that target the disadvantaged. Thus 
far, however, union initiatives have received less attention in the litera-
ture than initiatives sponsored by government, industry, community-
based organizations, or community colleges. Therefore, while knowl-
edge of workforce development strategies for the disadvantaged has 
increased, the lack of scrutiny of union initiatives leaves important 
questions regarding these initiatives unanswered. In particular, we are 
interested in ascertaining what unions do in workforce development 
and what is different about union-led initiatives as compared to commu-
nity-based or other more traditional workforce development programs. 
To answer these questions about union participation in workforce de-
velopment initiatives, we examined three union-sponsored initiatives 
within the framework of what is known about workforce development 
projects that target the disadvantaged and what is known about unions. 
The initiatives are the San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project, the 
Philadelphia Hospital and Health Care District (HHCD) 1199C Train-
ing and Upgrading Fund, and the Wisconsin Regional Training Partner-
ship based in Milwaukee. 
In comparison to community-based training programs, union-led 
initiatives have the distinct advantage of beneﬁting from formal and 
informal ties to employers and to their recruitment networks. Unions’ 
ties to employers facilitate access to better employment opportunities 
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than those usually open to disadvantaged populations through neighbor-
hood-based social networks, and they typically provide more advance-
ment opportunities as well. Employment programs are often ﬁnanced 
through collective bargaining agreements and involve a close collabo-
ration with employers. Since employer demand for skills is the entry 
point for design and development, union-led training programs are best 
described as “demand pull” models. In these models, training is often 
part of a more comprehensive package of services offered to employers. 
In contrast, the vast majority of training programs are designed with a 
focus on helping job seekers. Employers’ demand for speciﬁc skills and 
their concerns about worker productivity play a lesser role in design. 
New unionism, which rejects traditional unionism’s exclusion-
ary policies and limited training programs, is the driving force behind 
union-sponsored workforce development. At the same time, factors 
such as industry, region, government policy, union leadership, and prior 
experience inﬂuence the structure of these training initiatives. The re-
sults of this study reveal that each initiative follows a distinct pattern 
that can be characterized by its dominant focus. In San Francisco, the 
focus is on the workplace; in Philadelphia, education and vocational 
skills training drive the initiative; and in Wisconsin, industrial modern-
ization and employer services form the engine that propels the initia-
tive. In any case, the success of the initiatives studied suggests that it 
would be beneﬁcial to ensure that these and other successful initiatives 
attain broad recognition among unions. Business, government, com-
munity colleges, and community-based organizations should become 
familiar with demand pull workforce development models to promote 
multi-institutional partnerships and to ensure that their lessons and suc-
cesses can be duplicated whenever and wherever feasible.
In the following sections of the paper, we provide a more detailed 
discussion of the problem and a framework to assess the elements that 
contribute to the success of union-led workforce development initia-
tives. The next sections present a general overview of the cases studied 
and the criteria for their selection. The ﬁnal sections offer a comparative 
analysis of the cases and expand on the ﬁndings and conclusions of the 
study.
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WHAT DO UNIONS DO IN WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT?
Workforce development for the disadvantaged is more than sim-
ply job training. It consists of a constellation of activities, starting with 
orientation to the work world, recruiting, placement, and mentoring, 
and continuing through follow-up counseling and crisis intervention 
(Harrison and Weiss 1998, p. 5; Giloth 2000). Workforce development 
strategies must resolve issues regarding the acquisition of skills and the 
provision of supports for participants who often must overcome barri-
ers like the need for child care and transportation, unfamiliarity with 
English, limited work experience, and a lack of credentials. Most cru-
cially, successful workforce development strategies must provide the 
skills demanded by industry and the links to the recruiting networks of 
employers.1 However, if the disadvantaged are placed in low-paying 
marginal positions, it increases the odds that either they will be look-
ing for another job in the near future or they will lose motivation and 
drop out of the labor market. In short, successful workforce develop-
ment strategies targeting the disadvantaged must develop a dual focus 
on both the population served and local industry.2 
Even if good jobs are available, disadvantaged workers are not al-
ways aware of opportunities for training and placement. Also, because 
of prior negative experiences, they may even mistrust the training pro-
vider or lack the belief that training leads to jobs. To overcome these 
obstacles, the participation of community-based organizations (CBOs) 
is often necessary. Because of their deep roots in the community, the 
trust they have established, their prior training experience and an under-
standing of the needs of the disadvantaged, CBOs are most suited to the 
task (Meléndez 1996). However, community-based organizations often 
require additional resources. According to Harrison and Weiss (1998), 
community-based programs that establish long-term relations with em-
ployers, government agencies, support services, and community col-
leges seem to be the most effective ones. Therefore, CBOs may form 
linkages with school-to-work and one-stop centers, foster closer rela-
tionships between training programs and industry, and strive for greater 
integration of community programs within the existing web of commu-
nity colleges and postsecondary institutions serving the disadvantaged. 
Regardless of what type of labor market intermediary sponsors 
training initiatives for the disadvantaged (given the complexity of is-
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sues involved in workforce development and the high costs involved in 
implementing programs), initiatives are most successful when they are 
collaborative efforts that draw on the resources of several institutions. 
And as is the case in any successful collaboration, they require strong 
leadership, clear guidelines, a coherent strategy, institutional capacity, 
sufﬁcient funding, and joint vision (Cordero-Guzmán 2002).  
Unions have been involved in training for a long time. Unions do 
not have a reputation as institutions that provide training for the disad-
vantaged.  This is due to labor’s history of practicing exclusionary poli-
cies in the craft and building trades, where unions ﬁercely controlled 
the entry of new members and, in the process, excluded minorities 
and women from some of the best paying jobs. Nevertheless, several 
progressive unions have been involved in training initiatives for many 
years.3
The labor movement has begun to commit to training the disad-
vantaged. Both union membership and union leadership include grow-
ing numbers of minorities and women, many of whom have jobs in or 
represent the unionized low-paying service sector which provides a lot 
of the low-skilled, entry-level positions available to the disadvantaged. 
Labor is making efforts not only to increase union membership through 
organizing but to imbue the movement with a new fervor.4 As part of in-
stilling this new fervor, labor seeks to redeﬁne itself as a “social move-
ment” with deep roots in communities, and especially in communities 
of immigrants and minorities.5 The labor movement is seeking to go 
beyond what has been known as “bread and butter” unionism by ad-
dressing issues that concern not only its own membership but regional 
economies and society as a whole.6
The AFL-CIO has responded to these deep-seated challenges in 
the labor market and in the economy by organizing “high-road” part-
nerships. The AFL-CIO Working for America Institute (2001) deﬁnes 
these as partnerships that “actively engage business with unions in the 
process of trying to increase skill demands and improve the quality of 
today’s and tomorrow’s jobs.”7 Union-sponsored training programs for 
the disadvantaged—some of whom are union members in need of career 
ladders or a job change because of physical disability or layoff—have 
become an integral part of a strategy to revitalize the labor movement 
and to reposition it in the New Economy. This can entail promoting the 
revitalization of industries with a strong union presence through mod-
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ernization or industrial reorganization, unionizing new sectors of the 
economy, or building partnerships to promote stable regional econo-
mies.8 New unionism is committed to actively shaping a future built 
on good jobs through the strong support of communities.9 According 
to the AFL-CIO, “Just as regions serve as the building blocks to the 
economic borders of the new economy, communities are the structural 
centerpieces to the new labor movement.”10
Unions know a lot about the workplace and can assist management 
in creating training curricula that impart core skills; unions can also 
provide follow-up supervision and mentoring for new trainees.11 Since 
unions share a common interest with management in making companies 
viable and competitive, not only can they assist in modernizing efforts, 
but they can also ally with management and communities to create pub-
lic policy that is favorable to industries in need of modernization.12 This 
can be done at the same time unions are serving the needs of incumbent 
and disadvantaged workers participating in training programs. When 
modernization or industrial reorganization occurs harmoniously, both 
employers and unions can beneﬁt (Korshak 2000, p. 15). 
It is apparent from the above discussion that unions have a rela-
tive advantage over more traditional, community-based labor market 
intermediaries in that they already have strong links to employers and 
industry. These links help them to target occupational training that is 
in demand by employers and facilitate the placement of trainees. They 
also enjoy the potential beneﬁts of collective bargaining for the ﬁnanc-
ing of programs and for the establishment of support systems in the 
workplace. However, given their relative inexperience in recruiting and 
training populations with multiple barriers to employment, unions face 
a number of challenges in establishing employment and training pro-
grams or, more generally, workforce development initiatives. Our ex-
amination of the selected cases presents a more detailed picture of the 
interplay of these different forces shaping the participation of unions in 
community-oriented workforce development initiatives. 
CASE STUDIES
This study provides an analysis of innovative, union-sponsored 
workforce development initiatives that provide training to the disad-
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vantaged, and it delineates factors that circumscribe the development of 
effective initiatives. We also provide a preliminary framework in order 
to assess how these initiatives perform as labor market intermediaries. 
The principal data for this paper were obtained by conducting a study of 
three union-sponsored workforce development initiatives. Because of 
the necessity of observing initiatives in as broad a context as possible so 
that the interactions of all relevant groups of stakeholders are accounted 
for, we adopted a comparative case studies method. 
Of the many partnerships in existence throughout the nation, we 
chose the San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project, the Wisconsin Re-
gional Training Partnership, and the Philadelphia Training and Upgrad-
ing Fund.13 After conducting a review of the literature on workforce 
development and holding discussions with a number of selected labor 
ofﬁcials, we devised a set of research questions. These questions, in-
cluded as Appendix 4A, provided the basis for a structured interview 
protocol that served both as a necessary benchmark for ensuring an in-
depth analysis and as a framework for comparative inquiry.  Afterwards, 
we visited each site and interviewed program directors, program staff, 
and representatives of collaborating agencies. We also interviewed rep-
resentatives of community colleges, government agencies, community-
based organizations, and employer associations that were able to pro-
vide additional information regarding the initiatives’ performance and 
effectiveness. In some cases, supplementary interviews were conducted 
by telephone following the on-site visits. 
The case studies reveal that the manner in which unions perform as 
labor market intermediaries varies greatly. In one case, they perform a 
role more usually associated with that of a community college by for-
mulating and conducting training courses for both management and em-
ployees. In another case, unions perform the role of community-based 
organizations by establishing the high levels of trust necessary to recruit 
the disadvantaged and provide them with appropriate supports. Finally, 
unions, aided by a strong partnership with industry, functioned as an 
intermediary by orchestrating and coordinating the efforts of govern-
ment, community colleges, and community-based organizations.  In the 
following sections we summarize the deﬁning elements of each case.
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The San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project
The hospitality industry is one of the fastest growing economic 
sectors in the San Francisco Bay Area. However, it is also an industry 
that is changing rapidly from factors like increased customer demand 
for new services, technological advances, and the changing nature of 
the workforce. Because the hotel business is highly competitive, hotels 
must be able to provide increasingly high levels of guest service. This, 
in turn, increases the need for more highly trained, ﬂexible managers 
and workers who can communicate with guests and perform numerous 
duties in a friendly manner. 
Entry-level positions in unionized hotels in San Francisco provide 
some of the best jobs for low-skilled workers—the wages are high, and 
95 percent of workers have medical insurance. Before the 1994 contract 
agreement that established the San Francisco Hotels Partnership Proj-
ect, labor relations between the hotels and unions were, to put it mildly, 
strained. The friction depleted union resources and made it difﬁcult to 
conduct organizing drives. Unionized hotels, for their part, were unable 
to make the changes that were necessary if they were to remain com-
petitive with nonunion hotels.14 
Labor and management conducted a joint study to analyze the prob-
lems facing the hotels in the San Francisco market. The study conclud-
ed that many things needed to be ﬁxed, including training, communica-
tion, the grievance mechanism, the sick-leave system, and the way the 
hotels’ kitchens and restaurants operated. As a result of these efforts, 
The San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project emerged in 1994 as part 
of a collective bargaining agreement among a multi-employer group of 
12 ﬁrst-class hotels. This group represented many national hotel opera-
tors, including Hilton, Hyatt, Westin, Sheraton, Fairmont, and Holiday 
Inn, as well as two of the hotel industry’s major unions: the Hotel and 
Restaurant Employees Union (HERE) Local 2 and Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU) Local 14 (now merged with HERE Local 
2). Because the needs of the hotels varied greatly, the bargaining agree-
ment called for a “living contract,” which allowed the parties to meet 
during the contract’s ﬁve-year term to address unforeseen problems and 
forge a true working partnership between labor and management. 
The partnership recognized that the workforce was multilingual and 
extremely diverse and that management often was unfamiliar with the 
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special needs of their employees or the difﬁculties they encountered in 
performing their jobs. To ensure the participation of this multilingual, 
diverse workforce, meetings and classroom training sessions are simul-
taneously interpreted in Spanish and Chinese. Written project and train-
ing materials are also available in English, Spanish, and Chinese, and 
in some cases classes are taught in Spanish or Chinese.15 Not only were 
there communication barriers to deal with, it was necessary to change 
attitudes, increase trust, and improve workers’ language skills, as well 
as help workers cope with the difﬁculties that low-wage, largely female 
workers face. Problem-solving teams have emerged as the project’s ba-
sic tool. To increase the level of trust, neutral third-party facilitators 
lead teams, and representation on project teams is staffed at a ratio of 
two-thirds workers, one-third managers (matching the actual compo-
sition of the hotels). The goal is to develop innovative, hotel-speciﬁc 
solutions to issues such as training, job design, workload, job security, 
hotel operations, and grievance resolution.
In 1998 the project, jointly funded by a state of California Employ-
ment Training Panel (ETP) grant and the local hotel and restaurant la-
bor-management education fund, conducted a massive training program 
of more than 1,600 union and managerial employees. The goals were 
to improve job retention, make transfers easier, provide career ladders, 
and delineate baseline skills. The initial program provided the project 
with a baseline for all future job retention, transfer, and promotional 
training programs. It provided the average employee with more than 
100 hours of classroom and on-the-job training.16 The Project has also 
conducted a successful pilot to train room cleaners, bussers, and other 
hotel employees to become hiring hall banquet servers during the busy 
holiday season. More than 200 entry-level workers learned new job 
skills in a higher job classiﬁcation, laying the basis for follow-up career 
ladders and training programs. 17
The San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project has helped to develop 
newly unionized hotel restaurants, revamped the hiring hall to improve 
the quality of the hotels’ banquet service, and instituted a massive joint 
training program that improved communication, teamwork, and perfor-
mance. English as a Second Language (ESL), high-school equivalency 
test preparation, and remedial math courses are among several training 
programs offered to union members and funded through employer con-
tributions and grants. SAT test preparation courses are offered to union 
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members and their children. In addition, an afﬁliation with the City 
College of San Francisco serves to facilitate the expansion of educa-
tional opportunities for hotel employees. The college offers a one-year 
certiﬁcate program in hospitality services as well as avenues to pursue 
associate and bachelor degrees.  The project has also implemented a 
novel sick-leave program and provided career ladders and job secu-
rity for employees while enabling unionized establishments to remain 
competitive with nonunion hotels. Union jobs in the hotel industry re-
main the best entry-level positions available to low-skilled workers in 
San Francisco. As of mid-2004, the starting salary for room cleaners 
is $15.36, while that of dishwashers is $15.61. As nearly 80 percent of 
positions fall into the low-skilled category, unionized hotels, through 
their wage effects on nonunion hotels and in a tight labor market, have 
increased the incomes and improved the working conditions of low-
skilled workers.    
The San Francisco Hotels Partnership Project’s primary focus is the 
workplace. The trust exhibited between labor and management, the ef-
fort to build a worker’s community by breaking down barriers posed by 
ethnic and linguistic differences, and the commitment to provide low-
skilled, predominantly minority workers with career ladders is a notable 
departure from the activities associated with traditional unionism. The 
partnership, a response to the needs of industry, low-skilled workers, 
and unions, seeks to alter the culture of the workplace by changing the 
attitudes of all stakeholders in the project. The initiative is largely self-
contained, dependent for its survival on its capacity to improve work-
ers’ productivity and the competitiveness of unionized hotels, provide 
employer services that support the expansion of the market share of 
unionized hotels, and increase the density of union membership while 
serving the career needs of union members. The partnership has re-
ceived recognition in the hospitality industry nationally and serves as 
the model for other HERE locals seeking to replicate its success.18
The Philadelphia Hospital and Health Care District 1199C 
Training and Upgrading Fund
The Training and Upgrading Fund was established in 1974 as part 
of the ﬁrst collective bargaining agreement signed by the Hospital and 
Health Care Workers Union 1199C, an afﬁliate of the American Fed-
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eration of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), and by 
major hospitals and health care employers in the Philadelphia region. 
Union membership was largely composed of African Americans em-
ployed as service workers—the non-professional, non-technical hospi-
tal staff that worked as nurse aides, housekeepers, and laundry work-
ers. The union, rooted in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, had a 
strong commitment to equal opportunity.19 However, service personnel 
were poorly paid and for the most part were stuck in entry-level jobs 
that offered little chance of advancement. Yet hospitals had, as a result 
of technological innovations in the medical industry, an increased need 
for staff with specialized training and professional degrees. Since most 
nursing and technical programs were full-time programs and few pro-
grams existed that offered remedial education to those in need of it, the 
educational opportunities available to service workers were scarce. 
The union, intent on establishing the training fund as part of the 
ﬁrst bargaining agreement, was able to convince management that by 
contributing 1 percent (today that ﬁgure is 1.5 percent) of the amount 
paid out in gross salaries, their need for a more highly trained workforce 
would be at least partially met. The Philadelphia Hospital and Health 
Care District 1199C’s Training and Upgrading Fund moved from site to 
site until 1990, when the training program established the Breslin Learn-
ing Center on South Broad Street to keep up with technological change 
in the health care industry and to provide workers with career upgrades 
and advanced education. Three educational beneﬁts were provided for 
union members: 1) a full-time scholarship for members seeking ad-
vanced degrees in health care, 2) tuition reimbursement for members 
seeking certiﬁcation, and 3) continuing education courses. Although the 
training fund could only be used for educating union members, the need 
for adult public education (especially in disadvantaged communities) 
was great. Almost immediately, additional monies were made available 
by government agencies to provide educational programs to the public. 
In fact, the training center was designated a Local Education Agency, 
which allowed it to offer high school equivalency training and testing. 
The union also received funding through a Comprehensive Employment 
and Training Act (CETA) grant in 1977 to assist unemployed workers in 
obtaining health care positions through the use of the union hiring hall. 
The grant contained a provision that allowed the fund to design upgrad-
ing ladders for union members in entry-level positions. These workers 
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trained for positions as registered nurses, practical nurses, respiratory 
technicians, medical record keepers, or skilled craftspersons while the 
center simultaneously trained welfare recipients to qualify them for the 
positions vacated by upgraded union members.
In 1991, when mergers, industrial reengineering, and hospital re-
structuring led to massive layoffs of hospital workers, the center trained 
these displaced workers. A grant from the U.S. Department of Labor 
(USDOL) allowed hospital workers to select one of the following full-
time, 16-week training programs offered by the learning center: nurse 
aide, home health aide, mental health/mental retardation technician, or 
claims processor. By the time welfare reform legislation was passed 
in 1996, the center was training a second or even a third generation of 
union members, their families, and their friends, and had provided years 
of service to the community and the health care industry. Welfare reform 
posed both a threat and a challenge. Hospital workers, who had already 
witnessed massive layoffs because of industry consolidation, were fear-
ful that welfare reform would take people off the welfare roles only to 
push them into hospital jobs on a lower wage scale, displacing incum-
bents. However, since hospitals were redeploying their workforce and 
were not in a position to hire, the jobs that were available were largely 
those of nursing home aides, an occupation with high turnover.20
Training welfare recipients who face multiple barriers for positions 
in nursing homes is arduous for all concerned. Few programs have been 
able to achieve the success of the Learning Center’s Project CARRE 
(Creating Access, Readiness and Retention for Employment).21 The 
program is open to Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 
recipients and non-custodial parents who reside in the region, but re-
cruitment is performed by the center itself, since few participants are re-
ferred to the program by welfare agencies. Because of the center’s deep 
roots in the community and the trust it has established, most applicants 
hear of the program through word of mouth and many are friends or rel-
atives of union members. The success of the program can be attributed 
to several factors. Applicants are carefully assessed, pre-screened for 
drug use, and informed about the nature of the job and the work require-
ments. In addition, the program tries to replicate during the training 
period as much of the real work experience as possible. Once in the pro-
gram, participants are provided with a case manager who assists with 
transportation and child care needs and any other obstacle that might 
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arise. Upon completion, the participant is provided with job counseling 
and job placement services. Once a position has been secured, a reten-
tion case manager continues to assist with support services, and a one-
year tracking system is put in place. If the graduate is placed in a union 
nursing home, a workplace coordinator keeps alert to any attendance 
problems so that early intervention can prevent ﬁring. Trainees are also 
encouraged to begin thinking about attaining LPN certiﬁcation. 
The Training and Upgrading Fund’s focus is on providing education 
for both union and non-union participants. The fund offers more than 40 
courses, and provides credentialing to participants in a number of ﬁelds, 
as well as opportunities to obtain academic degrees.22 At the same time, 
the Philadelphia Training and Upgrading Fund, over its 20-year history, 
has acquired many of the characteristics of a community-based organi-
zation. Its community roots allow the fund to recruit by word of mouth 
and by networking informally with other community-based organiza-
tions. The fund also provides case management assistance to every cli-
ent and helps clients with child care and transportation needs. 
 The fund began as a response to a need in the health care indus-
try for technically trained and credentialed employees and is ﬁnanced 
in part through the contractual commitment of employer members. At 
the same time, the fund has only limited involvement in restructuring 
the workplace because the forces shaping the industry are most often 
beyond the initiative’s control. In order for the fund to meet its commit-
ment to the 30 percent of union members whose training is not provided 
for by collective bargaining agreements and to nonunion workers in 
need of educational assistance, it depends on funding from the gov-
ernment and from foundations involved in training workers who face 
multiple barriers to employment. 
The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership
                                
The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership (WRTP) is a multi-
employer, multi-union undertaking whose goal is to promote industrial 
revitalization through workplace education, modernization, and work-
force development. To accomplish this goal, the partnership utilizes the 
efforts of employers, workers, unions, community-based organizations, 
government agencies, and the Milwaukee Area Technical College. Sev-
eral factors contributed to the development of the partnership. Like 
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many other major manufacturing cities during the 1980s, Milwaukee 
lost a sizable portion of its industrial base to the surrounding suburbs, 
right-to-work states, and overseas companies. With plant closings, the 
number of dislocated workers swelled. Aided by federal legislation, the 
Wisconsin State AFL-CIO received the sole source contract to handle 
dislocated worker projects throughout the state. In 1986, the state AFL-
CIO formed Help in Reemployment (HIRE) with the Private Industry 
Council of Milwaukee, the Milwaukee Area Technical College, and oth-
er partners. The HIRE center was opened to bring the services available 
to dislocated workers together under one roof. It provided the initial 
experience for the union’s involvement in skills training programs.23 
Then, in 1991, the Governor’s Commission on Workforce Quality 
warned of an impending shortfall of skilled workers. To reverse this 
trend and to prevent further erosion of union membership, the Wisconsin 
State AFL-CIO enlisted the assistance of the University of Wisconsin’s 
Center on Wisconsin Strategy (COWS) to develop a broad-based strat-
egy. The strategy advocated by COWS recognized that by cooperating 
with employers to modernize and increase industrial capacity in union-
ized shops, unions could increase their membership without having to 
resort to costly organizing campaigns. Then, unions aided by a strong 
partnership with industry could serve as intermediaries in coordinating 
the efforts of government, community colleges, and community-based 
organizations while actively seeking to shape public policy. 
In 1992, the Wisconsin State AFL-CIO formed the WRTP with its 
industrial union afﬁliates and their employers to support the develop-
ment of high performance workplaces and family-supporting jobs. 
As the economy began to improve and unemployment rates dipped, 
the tight labor market only exacerbated the need for skilled workers. 
The rate of worker turnover rose, and employers were forced to turn 
to temporary agencies to ﬁll openings. One out of three manufacturers 
said they lost business because they could not ﬁnd enough qualiﬁed 
workers.  However, while employers were scrambling to ﬁnd work-
ers, the unemployment rate in Milwaukee’s central city neighborhoods 
was over 20 percent. The high level of unemployment was attributed to 
residents not having job skills and living far from most jobs, poor net-
work-driven job access systems, and inefﬁcient training programs. At 
the same time, Wisconsin’s welfare reform program, Wisconsin Works, 
further depressed wages by requiring that all former recipients of Aid to 
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Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) work full time even though 
some jobs paid sub-minimum wages. As welfare rolls cleared, more 
money became available for training programs that served the needs 
of the most difﬁcult-to-place welfare recipients—those facing multiple 
barriers to employment.
Milwaukee’s problems attracted a generous grant from the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation as well. After obtaining the required matching funds, 
the Milwaukee Jobs Initiative (MJI) established an employment and 
training program in several industries that linked inner city residents to 
industrial jobs. Participants in the program are primarily unemployed 
and low-income residents of central city neighborhoods. Nine out of 
ten are people of color, half receive TANF, Medicaid, or food stamps. 
Half also lack high school diplomas. Many have criminal records or 
lack work experience or are mothers of young children. The Milwaukee 
Jobs Initiative enlisted the WRTP to develop workforce development 
programs in the manufacturing sector.24 The WRTP leadership sought 
to change the traditional approach followed by employment services 
providers, which the leadership referred to as a “push” model, or more 
precisely, as a supply-push model.25
The WRTP focuses on providing employer services while program 
participants work, more like a broker of employment training than a 
traditional services provider. Employer services include a variety of 
services intended to modernize operations and make employers more 
competitive in the marketplace. The ultimate goal of these services is 
to create a working collaboration with employers in the creation and 
stability of good jobs. These services may include consultancies for 
technology improvements, cooperation on common industry problems 
with the recruitment and training of workers, and training for front line 
supervisors in a variety of topics for team building and improved pro-
ductivity. In a “demand-pull” model, although training becomes part 
of a more comprehensive package of employer services, the question 
of designing training and responding to employers’ demand for skilled 
workers is crucial. 
In the early years, the WRTP’s program was small. It was held in 
check in part by the requirement that trainees go through a customized 
curriculum developed in partnership with the Milwaukee Area Tech-
nical College, which was designed to meet the needs of a particular 
manufacturer and could last up to 16 weeks. Once the curriculum was 
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established, recruitment assistance was sought from community-based 
organizations. Next the participants were assessed and training fund-
ing for each applicant was sought from the appropriate government 
agency. Upon completion of the program, trainees were placed in the 
jobs speciﬁcally designed for them. While this process gave the WRTP 
the opportunity to gain experience in supplying the supports workers 
needed during training and once they were placed, the program was so 
customized that the scale the WRTP was seeking could not be attained. 
Perhaps as important, employers were oftentimes discouraged by the 
lengthy process.
To expedite the process, the WRTP designed a standardized cur-
riculum that helped reduce the lead time for training courses. In this 
“on-time” training model, a core set of skills that could be useful across 
the industry was identiﬁed and a four-week training program was insti-
tuted. Upon completion, trainees were placed in positions that had not 
been customized for them. While this called for increased training and 
mentoring in the workplace, the WRTP could train a far larger number 
of applicants.  With the expansion of the program, the WRTP was able 
to carry out a series of agreements with a network of community-based 
recruitment agencies in the central city. However, because trainees are 
placed, for the most part, in surrounding suburbs in companies with 
around the clock shifts, it became necessary for the WRTP to enlist the 
cooperation of local government to provide around the clock child care 
and transportation. In some instances the WRTP was actually able to get 
the city to change bus routes.
The WRTP is, without doubt, one of the most successful union-
sponsored workforce development programs. Perhaps the crucial factor 
in the program’s success is its focus on sustainable partnerships with 
employers for supporting high performance workplaces.26 Clearly, such 
partnerships have thrived partly because of a tight labor market during 
the late 1990s. But the WRTP offers a cost-effective alternative to the 
use of temporary agencies, with clear long term beneﬁts such as a bet-
ter-prepared workforce and lower turnover. Unions are able to structure 
mentoring programs to make sure that new workers have a smooth tran-
sition to the job, learn speciﬁc skills while on the job, and seek advance-
ment opportunities over time. In addition to offering the core elements 
of a successful partnership and proﬁting from the beneﬁts of a sustained 
economic expansion, the WRTP ﬁts in with the overall strategy of state 
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government to expand technical education and increase the number of 
skilled workers. The University of Wisconsin and COWS provided as-
sessment of technical needs and strategic planning in the early days 
and continue to be an excellent resource. Disadvantaged job seekers 
beneﬁted from complementary support services provided by commu-
nity-based organizations through state-ﬁnanced programs. 
The partnership is assisting or incubating new initiatives in the con-
struction, data networking, health care, hospitality, and transportation 
sectors. In 2000, it established its ﬁrst new partnership, the Milwaukee 
Hospitality Employment Partnership, in which four major hotels joined 
with HERE Local 122 to institute a joint labor-management training 
initiative whose goals include improving customer service, training the 
current workforce for higher-level jobs, and ﬁnding qualiﬁed workers 
for entry-level jobs. The WRTP is also working closely with commu-
nity groups, immigrant rights groups, and neighborhood associations.27
In sum, the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership began as an 
effort to assist in the modernization of small- and medium-sized manu-
facturing ﬁrms in Wisconsin’s metalworking industry by facilitating in-
dustrial retooling and providing a sufﬁciently skilled workforce. Since 
most of the ﬁrms involved were relatively small and lacked the resources 
necessary to modernize and upgrade their workforce, they needed assis-
tance to obtain loans and help in developing appropriate industrial and 
workforce development strategies. The Wisconsin Regional Training 
Partnership has operated as a labor market intermediary, coordinating 
the efforts of several key players. The partnership, with the cooperation 
of the Milwaukee Area Technical College, demarcated core skills with 
the least common denominator and the greatest transferability. This 
shortened the training time needed and ensured that the project could 
achieve the scale necessary for its success. Collaborations with com-
munity-based organizations were essential so that the initiative could 
have a steady supply of new recruits who received the support services 
necessary to maintain them in the program. Mentors and peer advisors 
provided support for new employees while both unions and employers 
attempted to improve the culture of the workplace. The partnership’s 
ability to attract funding has also been crucial to its success. 
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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The cases studied indicate that, although they have common ground 
in serving union members in the workplace, union-led workforce devel-
opment initiatives offer a variety of formats and experiences. The San 
Francisco Hotels Partnership Project’s primary focus is on altering the 
culture of the workplace by changing the attitudes of all stakeholders 
in the project. Although the initiative is associated with City College, 
a credential- and degree-granting institution, the partnership performs 
the role of educator itself and is not dependent on the services of the 
college to conduct training courses. The Philadelphia Training and Up-
grading Fund’s major focus is on providing education for both union 
and non-union participants. With contributions from employers for the 
union members, the fund offers more than 40 courses and provides 
credentialing in a number of ﬁelds, as well as opportunities to obtain 
academic degrees. At the same time, the Training and Upgrading Fund, 
over its 20-year history, has acquired many of the characteristics of a 
community-based organization. It received funding for training from 
traditional federal government–sponsored programs such as CETA, the 
Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), TANF, and the Workforce Invest-
ment Act (WIA). In its effort to help retool small- and medium-sized 
manufacturing ﬁrms, the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership has 
brought together fundamentally interdependent players. The partner-
ship has been sustained by the common need for expertise in retooling 
and the multiple provisions necessary to transform the workplace and 
expand the size and skills of the workforce.
Despite obvious differences in the mechanisms and strategies these 
unions employed to achieve their objectives, we were able to discern 
common lessons from the case studies. As regards the research ques- 
tions posed at the outset, a comparative analysis of the case studies re-
sulted in the following ﬁndings. 
Successful union-led initiatives responded to speciﬁc industry 
needs. Each initiative responded to and was structured by industrial 
requisites. However, in each case, the effectiveness of the initiative was 
enhanced when union leadership, government policy, and the regional 
environment were supportive of and worked in tandem with industrial 
needs. 
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In San Francisco, the initiative was informed by the participating 
hotels’ need to upgrade service and improve efﬁciency in order to off-
set the vulnerability of unionized hotels to competition posed by non-
unionized hotels. A booming regional economy and a tight labor market 
provided further incentive for management to participate in the initiative 
to ensure worker retention and a workforce with appropriate skills and 
commitment. HERE Local 2 and SEIU Local 14 were induced to join 
with management in a commitment to transform the workplace because 
of two major factors. The ﬁrst was the loss of union density in the hotel 
industry. The second was the desire of union ofﬁcials to obtain permis-
sion to organize through the streamlined process known as “card check” 
in the large number of hotels then under construction. This process in-
volves the employer’s agreement to recognize the union if a majority 
of workers sign an authorization card (which is far easier than holding 
elections). The initiative was also structured by an industry-wide need 
for additional workers during peak times of the year. This allowed for 
an enlarged role for the hiring hall, which in turn provided career lad-
ders to incumbent workers and job outreach to the community. 
In Wisconsin, many small- and medium-sized manufacturing ﬁrms 
required modernization and reorganization in order to expand and, in 
some cases, to survive. Wisconsin, historically, has been a state with a 
strong commitment to the manufacturing sector, making it more likely 
that the governor and key ofﬁcials would support the modernization ef-
fort. On the labor side, union leadership had endured innumerable plant 
closings and years of declining membership and was anxious to arrest 
the downward slide. Another contributing factor was the state’s welfare 
reform policies, which had resulted in reduced caseloads and the avail-
ability of funds that could be used to assist with the more difﬁcult cases 
that remained. 
In Philadelphia, changing industrial technology had increased 
the need for credentialing, technical training, and academic degrees, 
while hospital reengineering and downsizing had increased the need 
for career ladders for the lowest-income workers. Union leadership had 
a more than 20-year commitment to serving the educational needs of 
those least able to ﬁnd opportunities. A number of factors created an 
incentive for government and foundations to provide the Breslin Center 
with sufﬁcient resources to meet its commitment to the community. The 
decline in manufacturing in the region and the loss of well-paying jobs 
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for low-skilled workers, the ghettoization of minority workers in the 
inner city who found themselves far removed from employment pos-
sibilities, and the demands of welfare reform on the system to provide 
jobs for recipients facing multiple barriers, all contributed to increased 
support. 
Skills training in union-led programs targeted occupations in 
high demand by local employers and provided opportunities for 
career advancement for low-wage workers.  Union training of low-
wage workers goes beyond training for job skills. It includes training 
necessary to transform the workplace, making establishments more 
competitive and more gratifying and rewarding for workers. In Wis-
consin, a core curriculum was devised in conjunction with the Milwau-
kee Area Technical College. In San Francisco, joint labor-management 
committees formulated the curriculum. In Philadelphia, the Breslin 
Center, guided by state credentialing and licensing requirements, deter-
mined the curriculum.    
In all cases, the initiatives were connected to credential-granting 
institutions. In San Francisco that connection came later, whereas in 
Philadelphia and Wisconsin it existed from the project’s inception. In 
both Philadelphia and San Francisco, developing career ladders was an 
essential component of program design. In Wisconsin, although manu-
facturing jobs were relatively well paying, career development assis-
tance was provided by all companies, each of which had, at a minimum, 
tuition assistance programs. Most also offered on-site courses, learning 
labs, and apprenticeships. 
In all the cases studied, continuous and extensive relations with 
employers and industry provided numerous beneﬁts to disadvantaged 
workers. In Wisconsin and San Francisco, labor and management re-
lationships resulted in a joint partnership. Employers’ participation in 
curriculum design ensured that course content was aligned with indus-
trial standards and focused on the competencies most in demand by the 
local job market. In Philadelphia, although unions served as the ﬁrst 
source of employment, labor-management relations were more circum-
scribed and less formalized. 
Employers’ participation in the program also facilitated the reten-
tion of incumbent workers and new hires. All the initiatives attempted 
to change the culture of the workplace and the attitudes of incumbent 
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workers to new trainees. Wisconsin did much in this regard, adding both 
mentoring and peer advisors to the workplace. San Francisco worked 
hard to build trust between labor and management and a sense of com-
munity among employees. Philadelphia, although it made an attempt to 
improve the reception of new employees by incumbent workers, had 
less capacity to control the climate of the workplace because of the 
greater number of worksites and more limited employer involvement. 
Union-sponsored training programs were able to incorporate 
effective practices and partnerships for supporting the participa-
tion of disadvantaged populations in their programs. The recruiting 
practices of the initiatives were divergent. In San Francisco incumbent 
workers were recruited; in Philadelphia recruitment occurred by word of 
mouth (the Training and Upgrading Fund received as many as 200 calls 
a week) and informal contacts with community-based organizations; 
and in Wisconsin recruitment was performed by community-based or-
ganizations formally afﬁliated with the project. Because employees in 
both the health care industry and the hotel industry deal with the public, 
participants were screened for past criminal behavior. All the initiatives 
accepted individuals in need of remedial education and all provided 
some degree of follow-up supervision. 
Unions often have ﬁrsthand experience in dealing with the prob-
lems of workers who face multiple barriers to employment. In both 
Philadelphia and Wisconsin, each program participant was assigned a 
case manager who assisted trainees in obtaining child care and trans-
portation, as well as providing job preparedness, job placement, and job 
retention services. All initiatives provided education to improve cogni-
tive skills and English language skills and helped participants prepare 
for high school equivalency exams, in addition to providing training in 
core industrial skills. In Philadelphia, educational opportunities were 
the most extensive. 
In San Francisco, employer contributions and grants provided fund-
ing. In Wisconsin, funding was received from Welfare-to-Work monies, 
foundations, and government and employer contributions. In Philadel-
phia, funding was received from Welfare-to-Work monies, foundations, 
and government grants, whereas employer contributions were used to 
support training for union members. 
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Finally, the programs selected for review maintained working ar-
rangements and connections with community-based organizations. In 
Wisconsin, several community-based organizations formally partici-
pate in the initiative. In fact, in some instances, they are housed in the 
same building complex. The connections to CBOs facilitated recruit-
ment and outreach, the provision of support services, and integration 
to the workplace. In San Francisco and Philadelphia, the relationship is 
less formalized. However, as the case of the Philadelphia Training and 
Upgrading Fund demonstrates, innovative unions have not only proven 
their commitment to communities, they often act in a manner that re-
sembles a community-based organization. 
In these cases, successful union-led workforce development initia-
tives structured win-win arrangements that beneﬁted employers, union 
members, and the community. Innovative unions are motivated by the 
need to increase union density, provide career ladders to union mem-
bers, ensure the viability of ﬁrms, prevent wage shocks, and honor their 
commitment to those workers who, without the beneﬁts of collective 
action, would be deprived of a living wage. As part of the effort to pre-
vent further erosion in union membership and to preserve and expand 
industries that provide good jobs, unions have increased their participa-
tion in training programs for the disadvantaged. Training the disadvan-
taged also allows unions to take advantage of funding that is available 
from government and foundations while at the same time solidifying re-
lationships with union members, community-based organizations, and 
employers. This in turn increases labor’s political clout, or its ability to 
inﬂuence public policy.
In Wisconsin, innovative unions realized that expanding employ-
ment in existing union companies was a less expensive path towards 
increased union density than organizing non-union companies. In San 
Francisco, faced with industrial gridlock and the possible closure of 
several hotel restaurants, labor and management cooperated to improve 
union density, job security, and career ladders for incumbent workers. 
In Philadelphia, training initiatives satisﬁed a long-standing union com-
mitment to social and economic justice and provided career ladders and 
training to union and non-union members alike. 
Employers proﬁted from improved labor relations, increased efﬁ-
ciency and productivity, and from having a workforce with industry-re-
lated skills. Employers also beneﬁted from the training initiatives being 
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linked to a rigorous assessment of the industrial and employment needs 
of the particular industry involved. Training increased trust between 
management and workers, lessening the number of grievances ﬁled and 
strengthening teamwork and ﬂexibility.
CONCLUSION
Although the number of union-sponsored initiatives has increased 
in recent years, our case study research indicates that unions have been 
involved in training for a long time. Because of labor’s history of prac-
ticing exclusionary policies in the craft and building trades, unions have 
not been viewed as institutions that provide training for the disadvan-
taged. However, in recent years the New Economy, new demographics, 
and a new social commitment on the part of unions have fashioned 
a “new unionism.” New unionism is involved in building career lad-
ders for union members and training the disadvantaged, and these goals 
are intricately linked to ensuring the survival and expansion of not just 
unions but unionized ﬁrms. It reaches out to women and minorities—
including many that work in the low-wage service industry. By orga-
nizing in low-wage communities and setting employment standards in 
industries that employ low-skill workers, unions protect themselves and 
build alliances with communities. 
Union-sponsored training programs for the disadvantaged—some 
of whom are union members in need of career ladders or a job change 
because of physical disability or layoff—have become an integral part 
of a strategy to revitalize the labor movement and to reposition it in the 
New Economy. This can entail promoting the revitalization of indus-
tries with a strong union presence through modernization and industrial 
reorganization, unionizing new sectors of the economy, and building 
stable regional economies that can expand opportunity and provide for 
a broadly shared, equitable distribution of wealth. To accomplish this 
end, labor is committed to actively shaping a future built on good jobs 
through the strong support of communities.
Union-sponsored initiatives have borne a resemblance to more tra-
ditional labor market intermediaries. Our research indicates that effec-
tive initiatives share many similar characteristics with effective labor 
market intermediaries, including a knowledge of industrial needs, the 
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ability to make job projections, an awareness of the needs of disadvan-
taged employees, the capacity to provide support services, strong ties to 
communities, adequate resources, and effective administration. 
The cases also suggest that innovative unions recognize that in 
order to insure a ﬁrm’s viability it may be necessary to participate in 
modernization and reorganization efforts that increase efﬁciency and 
productivity. In industries experiencing high turnover rates and labor 
shortages, where employers often utilize the services of temporary 
agencies, innovative unions intent on increasing density and prevent-
ing wage deterioration realize that training disadvantaged workers is a 
cost effective alternative. Increasing workers’ productivity as a result of 
skills training leads to savings on billing rates, ﬁnder’s fees and other 
costs associated with high turnover stafﬁng arrangements—savings that 
often offset the cost of implementing the program.
Although the three union-sponsored workforce development ini-
tiatives presented in this study diverged in key aspects, together they 
imply that such initiatives can provide good jobs for low-income work-
ers, training to those who face multiple obstacles, and career ladders to 
both incumbent workers and new hires. The data from the case studies 
indicate that unions can intervene at critical junctures in workforce de-
velopment. Unions have special knowledge of the workplace and of job 
opportunities, they are connected to the recruiting networks of employ-
ers, and they are able to provide training and mentoring in the work-
place after employment has been achieved. 
Union initiatives have some advantages in structuring training pro-
grams for the disadvantaged as compared to community-based pro-
grams, or even as compared to training programs sponsored by com-
munity colleges and other educational institutions. We have mentioned 
the unique position of unions as regards their connections to employers 
and that these connections offer an advantage when structuring indus-
try-wide initiatives following a sectoral approach.28 Unions are well 
positioned to focus on workplace issues that are of critical concern to 
both employers and incumbent workers. In some instances, as in the 
case of the HHCD 1199C in Philadelphia and of the Hotels Partnership 
Project in San Francisco, unions beneﬁt from collective agreements for 
ﬁnancing of training for incumbent workers. These programs use their 
ﬁnancial support to structure career ladders and opportunities within the 
same company and industry. In addition, unions have demonstrated that 
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they occupy a unique position in structuring partnerships that involve a 
wide cast of stakeholders, including community organizations, educa-
tional institutions, and government and local foundations. 
The effectiveness of the initiatives conclusively demonstrates that 
unions are capable of playing a major role in training programs that 
target the disadvantaged and that their participation in such programs 
should be encouraged. They have been able to show employers that they 
are reliable partners in devising core curricula and providing workers 
with appropriate skills. The projects we have looked at demonstrate to 
the workforce development industry that unions have the capacity and 
experience to serve signiﬁcant numbers of the workers facing multiple 
barriers to employment.
Notes
 1.  A shortcoming of employment training programs is that many offer little or no 
training at all. In addition, classroom training is often disconnected from the 
needs of employers in a particular industry and has no signiﬁcant impact on either 
basic or vocational skills of program participants. For the role of connecting the 
disadvantaged to employer networks see Meléndez and Harrison (1998, p. 3). 
 2.   According to a report by the General Accounting Ofﬁce (USGAO 1996), effec-
tive second-chance training programs require four key features:
   1)  Ensuring that clients are committed to training and getting jobs
   2)  Removing barriers, such as lack of child care and transportation, that might  
  limit the clients’ ability to ﬁnish training and get and keep a job 
   3)  Improving clients’ employability skills, such as getting to a job regularly  
  and on time, working well with others while there, and dressing and behav- 
  ing appropriately
  4)  Linking occupational skills training with the local labor market
 3.  An example of a progressive union with a strong history of training the disadvan-
taged is the National Health and Human Service Employees International Union, 
whose SEIU Local 1199 runs the Employment, Training and Job Security Pro-
gram in New York. For an example of a successful manufacturing collaboration 
in Chicago, see Swinney (2001).
 4.  At the beginning of John Sweeney’s tenure as president of the AFL-CIO, he 
promised to adopt more militant tactics, pledged to spend millions of dollars on 
bringing new members into the fold, and launched “Union Summer,” a program 
meant to recall the civil rights movement’s “Freedom Summer” of 1964. For 
more information regarding labor’s renewed commitment to its core values see 
the AFL-CIO Web site, http://www.aﬂcio.org.
 5.  For a historical account on unions’ stance on immigration and how the AFL-CIO 
has evolved to support a more pro immigration policy, see Briggs (2001).
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 6.  Resolutions made regarding the American economy at the AFL-CIO’s twenty-
third biennial convention include attaining full employment, a federal ﬁscal 
policy that invests in America, equitable tax principles, a national manufacturing 
jobs policy, a service sector where jobs must be “good jobs,” an industrial policy 
that confronts economic change and fosters economic development and tech-
nological innovation, helping cities help themselves, building a transportation 
infrastructure, and rethinking deregulation. See http://www.aﬂcio.org/conven-
tion99/res15.htm.
 7.  On this topic, see also Herman (2001).
 8.  The use of workforce development initiatives and the formation of high-road 
partnerships to unionize new sectors of the economy, build strong regional part-
nerships, and shape public policy have been endorsed in several of the reports 
published by Working Partnerships USA under the joint leadership of the South 
Bay AFL-CIO Labor Council in San Jose, California, and the Economic Policy 
Institute in Washington, DC. These publications include “Walking the Lifelong 
Tightrope: Negotiating Work in the New Economy” and “Growing Together or 
Drifting Apart? Working Families and Business in the New Economy.” 
 9.  Dan Swinney, director of the Midwest Center for Labor Research, states that la-
bor and communities “must take responsibility for the creation of jobs, welcom-
ing the responsibility for good management, productivity, and efﬁciency as well 
as justice.”
 10.  Taken from the AFL-CIO’s Web page, “The Road to Union City: What is a Union 
City?” (accessed January 2004).
 11.  Taken from David Eberhardt and Phil Neuenfeldt, “Letter from WRTP Co-
Chairs,” included in the Wisconsin Regional Training Program’s Mentor Train-
ing Guide.
 12.  For a discussion of research that indicates that new work systems and labor-
management cooperation efforts are most enduring and effective when imple-
mented in unionized settings, see Mishel and Voos (1992) and Appelbaum and 
Batt (1994). 
 13.  The AFL-CIO High Road Partnerships Report (2001) listed 14 partnerships, 
though there are many more in existence. These cases were selected because they 
met the following four criteria: 1) each had sufﬁcient longevity and was of suf-
ﬁcient scale for the initiative to have reached full stride so that judgment could be 
rendered regarding the program’s success, 2) each initiative had at some point re-
ceived Welfare-to-Work funds and had experience in dealing with disadvantaged 
workers who face multiple obstacles to employment and career development, 
3) each was a union-sponsored initiative in an industry that employs large num-
bers of low-skilled employees with short-term training needs, and 4) each has 
served as a prototype for subsequent initiatives in the industry. Initiatives were 
also selected to offer geographic diversity. 
14.  Nonunion hotels were able to institute innovations, such as placing coffee pots 
and fax machines in guest rooms. By contrast, the unionized hotels would have 
to negotiate such changes, because virtually every employee function is regu- 
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lated by narrow job classiﬁcation, seniority lines, and sometimes archaic work 
rules.   
15.  One facilitator described the impact of interpretation: “Over and over again, 
people would come up to me and thank me from the bottom of their hearts. Na-
tive English speakers would say, ‘I can’t believe how much I have missed by not 
being able to communicate with a person in their native language. I never had 
an opportunity to ﬁnd out what (the person) thought. This really has enriched 
me.’ Non-native English speakers would say (through the interpreter), ‘I never 
expected to have translators.… Thank you for giving me a voice.’” This quote 
appeared in the information ﬂyer provided by the San Francisco Hotels Partner-
ship Project. 
16.  In addition, since the union and the multi-employer group recognized that some 
workers viewed training as a disguised way to get rid of old employees by hold-
ing them to increasingly high standards, the core skills taught were those identi-
ﬁed by the employees themselves. They were skills that are easily transferable, 
including communication, critical thinking, problem solving, and teamwork 
(Moy 1998). 
17.  Although the partnership created a number of job opportunities for Welfare-to-
Work recipients in a pilot project funded by the San Francisco Department of Hu-
man Services, the lion’s share of training is offered to incumbent workers. Thus, 
the project begins where many training initiatives end—in the workplace after 
a job has been secured. This indicates that even after employment is achieved, 
there remains a continuing need for training. 
18.  HERE Local 11 in Los Angeles has afﬁliated with community colleges in the city 
and has begun to institute similar training activities.
19.  The Pharmacists Union, the precursor of 1199C, conducted a strike in 1936 to 
allow Blacks to work in Harlem pharmacies.
20.  Among a number of reasons for the high turnover were the following: 1) the 
population of nursing homes had become older and sicker than in years past 
and 80 percent of care was administered by nursing aides, most of whom were 
women, 2) the job is strenuous and back injuries are common, 3) homes must be 
staffed around the clock and new employees get the least desirable shifts, 4) most 
nursing homes are in the suburbs while many of the trainees live in the inner 
city, transportation is a major concern and the linkage between the inner city and 
suburbs during peak times is poor—during off hours it is sometimes nonexistent, 
and 5) the need for child care at unconventional hours presents yet another dif-
ﬁculty for women employees.
21.  Project CARRE is a work ﬁrst program that offers 20 hours per week of paid 
work experience and requires participants to undergo clinical experience in a 
nursing home for an additional 20 hours. It is a full time, 40 hour per week, 16 
week program. Requirements are a sixth grade reading and math level, no felony 
conviction, testing drug free and free of communicable diseases, the ability to 
lift 50 pounds, the willingness to travel one hour to work, and the ability to work 
all shifts, including evenings, weekends, and holidays. Those who do not meet 
educational requirements are placed in remedial classes and then retested.
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22.  Education and training programs include offerings in computer skills, pre-nurs-
ing courses, GED test preparation, medical claims processing training, child care 
worker training, a practical nursing program, Spanish for health care workers, 
and training for therapeutic support aides in addition to remedial education in 
math and English. In 1997 the Adult Education Labor Consortium was formed 
for the purpose of offering basic refresher courses, GED reviews, and ESL class-
es to union members and community residents. 
23.  These services included helping dislocated workers cope with ﬁnancial and emo-
tional stress, career counseling, re-training services, and job placement. Howev-
er, technological change and industrial reorganization left many laid-off workers 
unprepared for new industrial job responsibilities such as working in teams and 
using statistics in quality control. At the same time, local unions were discover-
ing that many of their remaining members had similar shortcomings and were 
inadequately prepared to operate new computer-controlled machinery and equip-
ment.
24.  Currently much of the WRTP’s $1.5 million budget comes from the Milwaukee 
Jobs Initiative, funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation and other sources, and 
a from a USDOL demonstration grant. 
25.  In a July 2000 interview, Eric Parker, executive director, Wisconsin Regional 
Training Program, asserts: “The traditional service delivery model [push system] 
begins with the in-take of individuals, assessment, counseling, maybe training, 
and a (typically disappointing) job search. The participants are being pushed 
back out into the low-wage labor market. By contrast, our model [pull system] 
begins with the market demand. We identify family-supporting jobs, then we 
identify viable candidates (through our network of community partners), then we 
get them eligible for funding purposes, and then we subcontract the just-in-time 
delivery of training. The employer commits to employing the participants on the 
front end so long as they successfully complete the necessary training.” 
26.  Parker, the WRTP’s executive director, summarizes the organization’s partner-
ship formula in the following statement: “The partnership helps employers ﬁnd 
qualiﬁed workers, unions increase their members, and communities access bet-
ter jobs; and the partnership develops leadership in the business community and 
labor movement to advocate changes in public policy.”
27.  These include the YMCA, UMOS, HIRE Center, Milwaukee Community Ser-
vice Corps, Northeast Development Corporation, Harambee Ombudsman Proj-
ect, Community Justice Center, and Rapha Ministry Center, among others.
28.  Sectoral initiatives have gained acceptance in the workforce development ﬁeld 
as effective strategies providing career paths for disadvantaged populations. See 
for example Seigel and Kwass (1995).
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Appendix 4A 
Interview Protocol
Motivation and context. What motivates labor unions to engage in training 
programs that target the disadvantaged? How do factors such as industry, re-
gion, government policy, union leadership, and prior experience inﬂuence the 
structure of these training initiatives? 
Links to employers. What is the role of employers in determining the content 
of skills training? What are the connections of training programs to employers 
and industry? What formal and informal mechanisms exist to establish and 
maintain these connections?
Program Design
• Recruitment and case management. How are workers recruited to 
participate in the programs? What are the criteria for selection? How 
is participant progress monitored? How effective are these programs in 
targeting the disadvantaged? Are they examples of innovative outreach 
practices? 
• Support services. What kind of support services are provided or fa-
cilitated to overcome barriers to employability? How are these services 
integrated to programs, and how are they ﬁnanced?
• Links to CBOs. What are the connections between training programs 
and community-based organizations? What formal and informal mech-
anisms exist to establish and maintain these connections?
• Training. What combination of job readiness, basic skills, and soft 
skills is offered to participants? How are the types of skills and the cur-
riculum determined?
• Certiﬁcations and career ladders. Are training programs connected 
to credential-granting institutions and do they offer transferable skill 
competencies, certiﬁcation, or more advanced degrees? Is the potential 
for career ladders an explicit consideration of program design and de-
velopment?
147
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Retention and other employer services. What kind of post-program partici-
pation follow-up is provided? To what extent do programs deal with supervisor 
attitudes and expectations in the workplace? To what extent do programs deal 
with the attitudes of incumbent workers? Is changing the culture of the work-
place a priority, and if so how is this accomplished?
Impact on unions. Have unions beneﬁted from participation in these initia-
tives? Have the initiatives increased union density? Have they increased politi-
cal clout, or the ability to inﬂuence public policy?
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Addressing the Employment 
Challenge for the 
Formerly Homeless 
Supportive Housing in New York City
Alex Schwartz
Edwin Meléndez
Sarah Gallagher
New School University
 Supportive housing provides a cost-effective means of helping for-
merly homeless individuals stay off the streets and live healthier, more 
independent lives (Culhane, Metraux, and Hadley 2002). Motivated 
in part by the increased pressure brought by welfare reform to move 
people off public assistance, but also by the desire to help the former-
ly homeless lead more rewarding lives, supportive housing providers 
have become more interested in increasing the employment opportu-
nities available to their residents. This chapter examines the employ-
ment status of residents in supportive housing programs, the nature of 
their employment barriers, the beneﬁts of employment, and the ways 
by which supportive housing organizations are attempting to meet resi-
dents’ vocational needs. 
Understanding the employment challenges posed by the formerly 
homeless is particularly important in the context of serving so called 
hard to serve populations, those that encounter multiple barriers to em-
ployment. In many ways the conceptual problem presented by the de-
velopment of services for the homeless1 is similar to that of providing 
services for long-term welfare recipients who, in addition to lack of 
employment experience and other barriers directly related to their job 
skills and readiness, often also face mental health, substance abuse, and 
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many other barriers that seriously impede their employability. For these 
types of disadvantaged populations, conventional employment goals 
are often not attainable, at least not without signiﬁcant investments in 
support services. Even then, when specialized programs are in place, 
many of these program participants cannot be expected to sustain full-
time employment, whether for reasons of physical or mental disabili-
ties or because of various other conditions that impede their workforce 
participation.
For this study, we formulated three core analytical areas of inquiry. 
First, we developed a set of questions to ascertain what the barriers to 
employment are for the homeless. We wanted to know to what extent 
the formerly homeless population diverges from typical participants in 
an employment services program. Second, given these multiple barriers 
to employment, we wanted to investigate what were the employment 
goals and beneﬁts for the homeless. This question is important because 
it determines the types of programs that are offered to the homeless. 
Finally, we examined the services necessary to serve the homeless 
population and looked at model programs that offer comprehensive 
and effective services. Evidently, programs serving the homeless must 
provide an array of support services that go beyond the conventional 
package offered by other employment programs. Our task was to de-
termine the most important services, the proportion of support services 
provided, and by whom: the supportive housing organization itself or in 
partnership with other employment services providers. 
We selected the supportive housing organizations and facilities for 
this study from a database of supportive housing providers and resi-
dences provided by the Supportive Housing Network of New York 
(SHNNY), a coalition of 160 nonproﬁt supportive housing agencies in 
New York State. The research was based largely on interviews with 
staff at the participating organizations, including executive directors, 
vocational staff, residence managers, and case managers. In addition to 
conducting staff interviews at 20 of the agencies, we held focus groups 
for residents at four supportive housing facilities.
Approximately one quarter of the residents in the supportive hous-
ing facilities covered by the study were employed either full or part 
time. Employment was considerably lower among residents living with 
a mental illness or HIV/AIDS, while residents with a history of sub-
stance use tended to have higher rates of employment. Many of the 
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barriers identiﬁed pertain to residents’ soft skills (such as dealing with 
authority, anger management, lack of motivation, high absenteeism, 
tardiness, and difﬁculties adjusting to workplace routines and expecta-
tions) or their hard skills (such as weak basic skills, literacy levels, and 
speciﬁc job skills). As is common in programs serving disadvantaged 
low-income populations, one-quarter to half of all the residents lack a 
high school diploma or General Equivalency Degree (GED). Another 
barrier is a lack of incentive, which is often associated with the low 
wages that residents are likely to earn if they do work. However, many 
of the impediments for employment went beyond purely labor market 
related factors. For instance, mental illness presents a barrier because of 
social and behavioral issues such as paucity of speech and lack of affect 
(emotional expressionlessness). 
Loss of disability beneﬁts proved to be a major concern for the 
formerly homeless. Due to a real or perceived threat to Medicaid and 
other beneﬁts, residents receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) seem to have the least 
incentive to ﬁnd employment. Another important barrier involves the 
limited ability of case management staff at supportive housing facili-
ties and day treatment programs to actively and consistently encourage 
residents to seek employment. This inability may stem from several 
factors, including the frequent turnover of case management staff, in-
adequate training, lack of information, lack of time, and the need to 
respond to frequent crises and other emergencies. Last, the expiration 
of time-limited welfare beneﬁts did not seem to compel recipients to 
seek employment. 
Regarding the second analytical area of inquiry, our ﬁndings sug-
gest that employment is perceived in the supportive housing commu-
nity more as part of a therapeutic path towards recovery from health 
and social problems than as a route to ﬁnancial independence. The most 
commonly perceived beneﬁts of resident employment were the build-
ing of self-esteem, integration into mainstream society, the improve-
ment of mental health and a sense of well being, and the added structure 
and purpose in residents’ lives. Economic self-sufﬁciency was a goal 
for only a select few of the more highly functioning residents. 
The study’s ﬁnal area of inquiry focused on the delivery of employ-
ment services for the formerly homeless. Effective programs targeting 
the hard to serve must not only address a broad range of labor market 
Melendez Book.indb   153 12/16/2004   1:35:44 PM
154 Schwartz, Meléndez, and Gallagher
related barriers, such as the lack of soft or hard skills, but also the added 
burden of chronic health problems.  Many participants in employment 
programs for the homeless have health problems that make sustaining a 
regular work schedule very difﬁcult.  Program managers must ﬁnd em-
ployers and occupations that offer sufﬁcient ﬂexibility to accommodate 
medical appointments and absences due to illness. 
To determine best practices in the ﬁeld, we examined the variety 
of approaches that supportive housing providers utilized to enhance 
residents’ employment opportunities. Of the 20 facilities studied, 14 
offered some form of vocational program. Most of these vocational 
programs were small and relatively new, with annual budgets seldom 
exceeding $500,000 and often amounting to much less. Programs rarely 
have more than two to three dozen participants at a time and often of-
fer vocational programs for a larger target population than supportive 
housing residents, who in many cases constitute only a small portion of 
all the vocational clients.  Most of these programs offer a wide range of 
job readiness services, case management, and retention services. Two-
thirds of the organizations provide vocational training for speciﬁc oc-
cupations, though several organizations interviewed felt it was more 
effective to refer residents to vocational programs at other organizations 
than to institute their own vocational programs. In general, vocational 
programs tend to place residents in full-time jobs, even though support-
ive housing staff tended to think that part-time work was the most that 
residents could handle. 
We conclude that despite increased program development and in-
novation, vocational programs operated by supportive housing groups 
have not yet reached a large segment of their target population. A rela-
tively small number of residents in supportive housing are employed or 
participating in vocational programs. Two sets of issues emerge from 
this study. One is the struggle vocational programs face in attracting 
supportive housing residents; the other concerns the effectiveness of 
programs in helping residents to succeed in a competitive labor mar-
ket. Although economic independence is probably not a realistic goal 
for most residents of supportive housing, many, including those with 
mental illness, could still beneﬁt from competitive employment given 
the opportunity and necessary support. Supportive housing groups and 
other service providers need to examine the efﬁciency of supported em- 
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ployment and long-term pre-vocational training as a pathway to com-
petitive employment.
The chapter is organized according to the three analytical areas pre-
sented above. The ﬁrst part examines the employment status of the resi-
dents at the 20 supportive housing facilities and the nature of their em-
ployment barriers. The second part takes a brief look at the perceived 
beneﬁts of employment for residents of supportive housing. The third 
part examines the ways by which the supportive housing organizations 
are attempting to meet the residents’ vocational needs. The ﬁnal part 
offers conclusions and recommendations.
EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF RESIDENTS
The supportive housing organizations and facilities were selected 
not so much as a random sample but to reﬂect the ﬁeld’s diversity along 
several dimensions. As presented in Table 5.1, 20 organizations ulti-
mately participated in the study, 14 of which provided vocational ser-
vices. For each organization, one facility was selected to study in depth. 
The supportive housing residences selected for the study range in size 
from 14 units to 652. Seven facilities focus exclusively on people living 
with mental illness, three on people living with HIV/AIDS, and four 
target formerly homeless people who do not have diagnoses of men-
tal illness or HIV/AIDS, although some of them have histories of sub-
stance abuse. The remaining six residences serve a mixed population, 
including people living with HIV/AIDS or mental illness, other for-
merly homeless individuals, and, in some cases, “community residents” 
(low- and moderate-income individuals who may not be disabled or 
formerly homeless). 
Few residents of the supportive housing facilities included in the 
study worked. On average, about one-quarter of the residents in the 20 
facilities covered in this study were employed either full or part time. 
However, there was wide variation in the proportion of working resi-
dents. At the high end, at least 50 percent of residents were employed 
full or part time at three residences. At the other extreme, less than 15 
percent were employed at six facilities—nearly one-third of the entire 
sample (see Table 5.2). The incidence of employment varies among dif-
ferent population groups residing within supportive housing. It appears 
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Table 5.1  Overview of Selected Supportive Housing Organizations and Facilities
        
             Organization         Facility
Year 
facility 
founded
Number of 
supportive 
housing 
facilities
Total 
supportive 
housing 
units
Number 
of units 
in facility
Offer 
vocational 
services
Population 
served
Bowery Residents’ Committee Los Vecinos 1995 12 648 35 Yes Mixed
Brooklyn Community Housing 
and Services
Oak Hall 1990 3 136 74 Yes Mixed
The Bridge Park West House II 1996 12 326 14 Yes Mental 
health
Catholic Charities, 
Brooklyn and Queens
Monica House 1992 6 402 78 No Mental 
health
Clinton Housing and 
Development Corp.
300 W. 46th Street 1996 4 215 70 No Mixed
Common Ground Community The Times Square 1994 3 1,068 652 Yes Mixed
Community Access Gouverneur Court 1993 4 285 136 Yes Mental 
health
Federation Employment and 
Guidance Service (FEGS)
White Plains Road 1996 3 150 52 Yes Mental 
health
Friends Home Group Friends House in 
Rose Hill
1996 1 50 50 No HIV/AIDS
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Housing Works East 9th Street 
Residence
1997 2 68 36 Yes HIV/AIDS
Institute for Community Living Warren Street 1995 9 429 14 Yes Mental 
health
The Jericho Project Jericho House 1991 4 168 48 Yes Homeless
Jewish Board of Family and
Children’s Services
Abraham 
Residence III
1997 1 68 68 No Mental 
health
The Miracle Makers Miracle Makers 
Adult Housing
1991 1 175 175 No Homeless
Neighborhood Coalition for Shelter NCS Residence 1984 3 800 66 Yes Mixed
Project Greenhope Services 
for Women
Greenhope Houses 1990 2 55 36 Yes Homeless
Project Return Foundation Jerome Court 2000 5 200 40 Yes HIV/AIDS
Services for the Underserved The Majestic 1996 22 600 55 Yes Mental 
health
VIP Community Services Abraham Apartments 1999 5 261 27 Yes Homeless
West Side Federation for Senior 
and Supportive Housing
Westbourne 1997 12 1,275 128 No Homeless
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations, based on interviews with the supportive housing providers.
M
elendez B
ook.indb   157
12/16/2004   1:35:46 P
M
158 
S
chw
artz,M
eléndez,and
G
allagher
Table 5.2  Employment Status of Supportive Housing Residents at Selected Facilities
Supportive housing provider
% working 
FT or PT Total working Facility population type
Institute for Community Living 91           11 Mental illness
West Side Federation for Senior and Supportive Housing 54           69 Homeless (public assistance)
The Jericho Project 52           29 Homeless (substance abuse)
VIP Community Services 41           11 Homeless (substance abuse)
Common Ground Community 41         257 Mixed
Clinton Housing and Development Corp. 28           19 Mixed
The Miracle Makers 27           47 Mixed
Brooklyn Community Housing and Services 26           19 Mixed
The Bridge 21            3 Mental illness
Services for the Underserved 21           11 Mental illness
Neighborhood Coalition for Shelter 20           11 Mixed
Project Greenhope Services for Women 16           24 Homeless (substance 
   abuse/mental illness)
Housing Works 14            5 HIV/AIDS
Bowery Residents’ Committee 12            4 HIV/AIDS
Catholic Charities, Brooklyn and Queens 12 9 Mental illness
Federation Employment and Guidance Service (FEGS) 11            6 Mental illness
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Friends Home Group 8 4 HIV/AIDS
Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services 4 3 Mental illness
Project Return Foundation 0 0   HIV/AIDS
Mean 26 29 
Median 21 11 
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations, based on interviews with the supportive housing providers.
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to be considerably lower among residents living with a mental illness 
and HIV/AIDS than among other groups. It is noteworthy that facilities 
catering to people with histories of substance abuse tend to have consid-
erably higher rates of employment than facilities geared to people with 
mental illness or HIV/AIDS. When facilities house mixed populations, 
people living with HIV/AIDS or mental illness (sometimes both) tend 
to have lower rates of employment than their neighbors. 
Of the three residences with employment rates of at least 50 percent, 
only one—the Institute for Community Living, on Warren Street—fo-
cused on people with mental illness. This supportive housing provider 
actively integrates employment into its overall treatment program. The 
other two facilities serve a more general homeless population, includ-
ing a large percentage of individuals with histories of substance abuse 
but not with severe mental illness or with HIV/AIDS. Most of the resi-
dences with intermediate levels of employment (i.e., between 15 and 41 
percent) served a more heterogeneous population, housing people with 
different backgrounds and disabilities. However, within these facilities, 
residents living with HIV/AIDS or mental illness were much less likely 
to be employed than their neighbors. 
For example, in the Times Square, the largest supportive hous-
ing residence in the sample, 40 percent of the facility’s 632 residents 
were employed in 2001 (see Table 5.3). However, over 80 percent of 
these were either “community” residents—low- and moderate-income 
individuals, few of whom had histories of homelessness—or original 
tenants, who moved in before Common Ground acquired the facility 
in 1990. Excluding residents 60 years and over, some 87 percent of 
the “community” residents were employed either full or part time, in-
cluding 37 percent of the original tenants. Of the formerly homeless 
residents under 60 years of age at the Times Square, the subgroup with 
the highest employment rate—47 percent—is subsidized by the city’s 
Department of Homeless Services. These residents generally are not 
diagnosed with HIV/AIDS or mental illness. In contrast, of the 47 resi-
dents under 60 supported by the HIV/AIDS Services Administration 
(HASA), only one was employed, and of the 135 residents with mental 
illness under 60 years of age supported by the city and state’s NY/NY 
program, just 13 percent were. 
The high incidence of unemployment among residents with men-
tal illness is consistent with national trends. Only about 15 percent of 
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Table 5.3  Employment Status of Times Square Residents by Population Group, 2001
                                                         All residents                                         Residents under 60
 Total 
Number 
employed % employed Total
Number 
employed % employed
AIDS 50 1 2 47 1 2
Mental illness 151 21 14 134 17 13
Homeless 80 27 34 57 27 47
Original 85 13 15 27 10 37
Community 266 203 76 227 198 87
Total 632 265 42 492 253 51
     
NOTE: Residents with AIDS are funded by New York City’s HIV/AIDS Services Administration (formerly Division of AIDS Services); 
residents with mental illness are funded by the city/state program New York/New York; formerly homeless residents are funded 
through the city’s Department of Homeless Services. “Community” residents come from New York’s general population and generally 
are not disabled and do not have histories of homelessness.
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations, based on interviews with the supportive housing providers.
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people of working age with severe mental illness are employed in the 
United States, although surveys of the mentally disabled population 
consistently show that about 75 percent want to work (McReynolds, 
Garske, and Turpin 2002). The U.S. Department of Labor’s (USDOL) 
Job Training for the Homeless Demonstration Program found that par-
ticipants with mental illness had signiﬁcantly lower job placement rates 
than other homeless populations. Whereas more than half of unmarried 
males and the chemically dependent found employment, the same was 
true for just 33 percent of the program’s participants with mental illness 
(USDOL 1998). Similarly, when persons with severe psychiatric dis-
ability seek vocational services, their success rate is only about half of 
the rate for those with physical disabilities (McReynolds, Garske, and 
Turpin 2002). Persons with mental illness also tend to be underrepre-
sented in vocational service programs. National reviews of vocational 
rehabilitation have found that only 2 to 4 percent of people who receive 
mental health services receive vocational rehabilitation at any given 
time (Bond et al. 2001).
BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT
The very issues that lead people into supportive housing also pose 
formidable barriers to employment. Previous studies, including the 
evaluation of the Corporation for Supportive Housing’s Next Step: 
Jobs Initiative (Corporation for Supportive Housing 1997; Fleischer 
and Sherwood 2000; Proscio 1998) stress several common characteris-
tics of the supportive housing population that can impede prospects for 
employment. Besides low levels of educational attainment and mini-
mal work experience, these may include mental illness, HIV/AIDS, and 
substance abuse. Interviews with providers of supportive housing and 
vocational services brought out a large number of employment barriers, 
not all of which relate directly to the resident’s disabilities, education, 
or employment history. 
All of the supportive housing providers discussed the limitations 
posed by residents’ disabilities and backgrounds. These limitations 
were most acute for residents with mental illness and for those liv-
ing with HIV/AIDS. Staff and residents cited more than 50 barriers 
(see Table 5.4). These may be sorted into several broad categories, in-
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cluding 1) social, behavioral, or medical impediments, 2) inadequate 
skills or work history, 3) inadequate incentives and encouragement, and 
4) employer resistance. 
By far the most frequently cited barrier to employment involved 
difﬁculties adapting to the routines and expectations of the workplace. 
Many of these problems fall under the rubric of inadequate soft skills, 
such as difﬁculties dealing with authority, weak anger management 
skills, social skills, or problem-solving skills, lack of motivation, absen-
teeism, and tardiness.2 In some cases, supportive housing staff members 
felt that the residents’ mental illness made them too unsuitable for regu-
lar employment, either because their behavior and manner would not be 
acceptable or because they would not be able to tolerate the stress. Sev-
eral respondents voiced concerns that too much stress or anxiety on the 
job could cause residents to relapse into substance abuse or experience 
a worsening of their mental illness (i.e., decompensate). At a resident 
focus group, two participants said they would not take any job without 
ﬁrst consulting their psychiatrists to see if they could “handle it.” Both 
expressed concern about having too much stress. These concerns about 
mental illness extend beyond residents with diagnoses of schizophrenia 
and other psychiatric disorders. Vocational and supportive housing staff 
often commented on the presence of residents with undiagnosed mental 
illness.
Another set of barriers clustered around the residents’ skills, educa-
tion, and work experience. Most residents lack the basic skills neces-
sary for many types of employment and have little, if any, paid job 
experience. Few residents in the supportive housing facilities studied 
had more than a high school education, and many had less. Individu-
als without a high school diploma or a GED make up one-quarter to 
one-half of residents at most sites. While a number of residents have 
completed at least some college, including a very few with advanced 
degrees, they represent a small fraction of the supportive housing popu-
lation. These low levels of educational attainment were noted by staff, 
who frequently remarked that many residents had very weak reading, 
computational, and other basic skills. In some cases, the residents’ lack 
of skills reﬂects not just their limited educational attainment but various 
developmental disabilities as well. 
Most residents have an intermittent or erratic work history, little of 
it in the formal economy. In the case of those with mental illness, it was 
Melendez Book.indb   163 12/16/2004   1:35:47 PM
164 
S
chw
artz,M
eléndez,and
G
allagher
 Table 5.4  Number of Organizations that Identify Barriers to Employment
Barrier 
Mental health 
community (6)
HIV/AIDS 
community (3)
Homeless/ 
community 
residents (4)
Mixed (MH, 
HIV, homeless) 
community (7) Total (20)
Social, behavioral, and medical barriers
Loss of beneﬁts 4 2 3 6 15
Mental health issues 4 1 2 5 12
Fear (of failure, of losing housing, of 
taking on too much, or of success)
3 1 2 3 9
Lack of motivation to ﬁnd and retain 
employment
3 1 2 2 8
History of substance use 1 0 2 4 7
Personality issues/interpersonal skills 
(poor attitude, inability to deal with 
authority) 
0 1 2 4 7
Lifestyle—i.e., prostitution, chaotic drug 
use/relapse
3 1 1 2 7
Behavioral issues 1 1 1 1 4
Low self esteem 1 1 0 2 4
Can’t handle responsibility of a  
job—getting up on time
1 1 1 1 4
Physical health issues 2 2 0 0 4
Stress of training or working 0 1 1 1 3
Comfortable/stable at supportive housing 
program
1 1 0 1 3
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Self-sabotaging behavior 1 0 0 1 2
Need ﬂexible schedule for medical and 
SSA appointments
0 1 0 1 2
Learning or developmental disabilities 0 0 2 0 2
No stable support network 1 0 0 1 2
Disruptive family or family background 0 0 1 1 2
Residents wanting too much too soon 1 0 1 0 2
Involved in other activities (such as day 
treatment)
1 0 0 0 1
Lack of practical resources (i.e., clothing, 
services)
1 0 0 0 1
Hard for residents to trust 1 0 0 0 1
Age of resident 0 0 1 0 1
Inadequate skills and work history
Lack of education 3 1 4 3 11
Lack of skills (hard and soft) 2 1 1 4 8
Lack of or poor employment history 1 0 3 3 7
Low literacy level 1 1 2 2 6
Lack of prevocational  skills 1 0 0 0 1
Budgeting problems 1 0 0 0 1
Language barrier 1 0 0 0 1
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 Table 5.4  (continued)
Barrier 
Mental health 
community (6)
HIV/AIDS 
community (3)
Homeless/ 
community 
residents (4)
Mixed (MH, 
HIV, homeless) 
community (7) Total (20)
Inadequate incentives and encouragement
Programs underestimate resident’s 
potential—don’t expect people 
with mental illness to work, don’t 
understand role or push employment
2 0 0 2 4
Lack of staff to focus on vocational 
services
2 0 0 1 3
System barriers—too many appointments 
or steps required by VESID, SSI, etc.
2 1 0 0 3
The state of treatment for the mentally ill 
(such as clubhouses)
2 0 0 1 3
Job developers place people in undesir-
able, low paying, demeaning work
2 1 0 0 3
Practitioners unable to evaluate clients’ 
skills and vocational needs
1 0 0 0 1
Lack of preparation by referral agency 0 0 0 1 1
Employer reluctance to hire residents 
    of supportive housing
Discrimination by employer and 
public perception of mentally ill and 
methadone patients
4 0 1 2 7
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Criminal record 0 0 2 0 2
Stigma of being HIV-positive or mentally 
ill in the workplace
0 1 0 0 1
Employers have had bad experiences in 
the past
0 0 1 0 1
Fluctuations in the labor market 0 0 0 1 1
Other barriers
Child care needs 0 0 0 1 1
Need to support children who live 
elsewhere
0 0 1 0 1
Housing issues (such as looking for 
housing)
0 0 0 1 1
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations, based on interviews with the supportive housing providers.
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pointed out that many residents became ill in their early 20s, precisely 
at the time when their peers were starting their careers. As a result, 
many residents of supportive housing not only lack the basic literacy, 
computational, and cognitive skills necessary for most jobs, but are also 
without the understanding of workplace norms that comes with job ex-
perience. Many residents are in their late 30s or older and have not held 
a regular job in years, if ever. Those with the least work experience, 
particularly if they are in their thirties or older, are the least attractive 
candidates to employers. 
A third barrier to employment revolves around the incentive to work. 
Many residents of supportive housing see little to gain by working and 
in some cases much to lose. Residents receiving Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) seem to 
have the least incentive to join the workforce, especially if they believe 
doing so requires them to relinquish their Medicaid beneﬁts. Staff and 
residents alike voiced concerns about the loss of government entitle-
ments that might ensue if residents became employed. Few residents 
and only some staff were aware of recent measures passed to increase 
work incentives for recipients of SSI and SSDI, but even the most thor-
oughly informed staff members said that loss of beneﬁts remained a 
daunting barrier to employment.3 Indeed, one agency employs a full-
time beneﬁts specialist on its vocational staff to keep residents informed 
of changing eligibility requirements and to help them navigate the sys-
tem. The issue of beneﬁts came up repeatedly at all four resident focus 
groups. Participants were wary of having their beneﬁts cut off once they 
became employed. They were especially worried about whether they 
could regain their beneﬁts should they become unemployed again.4 
A related barrier to employment is the low wages that most residents 
are likely to earn if they were to work. Most participants at all four fo-
cus groups agreed that they could not support themselves at less than 
about $15 per hour, a wage few thought they could command. Most felt 
it was not worth it to work for less, especially if the job did not provide 
health insurance. Only a few participants said they were willing to ac-
cept a lower wage as a way to gain a foothold in the workplace. Most 
thought of employment as a way of moving out of supportive housing 
and into a home of their own; however, they didn’t feel they could ever 
earn enough to do so. 
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The expiration of welfare beneﬁts did not appear to be a signiﬁcant 
incentive for employment among residents of supportive housing. This 
may reﬂect the fact that many residents are disabled and receive SSDI 
or SSI, which are not subject to time limits. It may also reﬂect the fact 
that New York State guarantees a reduced level of public assistance 
(Safety Net Assistance—noncash) for all individuals and families that 
have exhausted their time-limited welfare beneﬁts. Only a few staff re-
ported having public assistance recipients ask them for help in ﬁnding 
employment. Similarly, employment did not emerge as a particularly 
urgent priority at one focus group of mostly public assistance recipi-
ents, and the impending expiration of beneﬁts did not seem a major 
source of concern. Although most of the participants at a second focus 
group of public assistance recipients did want to work, none felt com-
pelled to do so by time limits. 
The stability that formerly homeless residents have attained with 
supportive housing and a modest amount of public assistance may be an-
other disincentive to employment. It was remarked that many residents 
are used to their current routines and are not motivated to change them, 
even though they receive limited income from public assistance or dis-
ability beneﬁts. Having had chaotic lives, they seek stability. Since they 
live in subsidized, permanent housing and receive food stamps, they do 
not see a pressing need to increase their incomes through employment. 
In the case of supportive housing residents living with HIV/AIDS, resi-
dents and staff felt they had especially little incentive to work. Not only 
are people living with HIV/AIDS particularly dependent on Medicaid 
and other government beneﬁts, it is difﬁcult for them to balance em-
ployment with their need for medical services; speciﬁcally, it is hard 
to schedule health-related appointments while working. Moreover, it is 
also hard to ﬁnd jobs ﬂexible enough to accommodate absences due to 
illness.
Further dissipating the incentive to work are case managers and 
other social service staff who, several vocational providers said, do not 
actively encourage residents to seek employment and strive for eco-
nomic independence. Vocational staff felt that case managers seldom 
encouraged residents to seek employment for three reasons: lack of time 
and resources, lack of training, and lack of ﬁnancial incentive for them 
to go beyond their basic job description. Case managers, staff members 
sometimes said, are often so busy responding to various emergencies 
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that they can rarely take the time to encourage more highly function-
ing residents to look for employment opportunities. Also, if residents 
express a desire for an expensive item such as a computer,  or a wish to 
take up a new occupation, it was felt that case managers were likely to 
ignore these comments rather than explain the necessary steps it would 
take to achieve this goal and provide encouragement to do so. One fa-
cility director said that case managers tend to have little experience 
in or knowledge of vocational rehabilitation and are not adequately 
informed of the resources available to help residents obtain employ-
ment. Case management positions, she explained, are typically entry 
level and are most often ﬁlled by people straight out of college. They 
are still learning the ropes and are not educated about the resources 
that exist in vocational training and rehabilitation. Most of their time is 
spent on “troubleshooting, responding to crises.” They have little time 
to refer residents to vocational services or otherwise encourage them 
to seek employment. Compounding the problem, turnover is usually 
quite high among case managers, in part because of low salaries, mak-
ing it difﬁcult to sustain a vocational culture within supportive housing 
organizations. 
Some respondents also felt that staff members at the day treatment 
programs in which some supportive housing residents participate do lit-
tle to encourage them to seek employment. Indeed, some interviewees 
stated that day treatment programs preferred to have supportive hous-
ing residents remain in their current programs than to have them create 
vacancies by moving into a vocational program or a job. 
Other employment barriers included reluctance of employers to hire 
persons with mental illness, HIV/AIDS, a history of substance abuse, 
a criminal record, and other characteristics of the supportive housing 
population. Some respondents believed that residents were afraid of 
feeling stigmatized by their coworkers. Others said that the poor health 
of some formerly homeless residents also constituted a serious barrier. 
In addition to living with a mental illness and HIV/AIDS, residents of-
ten suffer from diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, asthma and other 
chronic conditions. A few respondents mentioned weak or nonexistent 
social support networks to help residents deal with the stresses of em-
ployment. Finally, some felt that vocational support and welfare sys-
tems were not sufﬁciently responsive to the needs of supportive hous-
ing residents. In particular, they felt that agencies such as the New York 
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State Department of Education’s Ofﬁce of Vocational and Educational 
Services for Individuals with Disabilities (VESID) imposed too many 
hurdles in the form of multiple interviews and delays for residents, 
causing them to become discouraged and lose interest in employment.
 
Beneﬁts of Employment
The supportive housing groups, including those that do not provide 
vocational services, were nearly unanimous with regard to their views 
on the beneﬁts of employment. Executive directors and case managers 
alike emphasized the importance of employment in building the self-es-
teem and conﬁdence of residents and integrating them into mainstream 
society. Few if any expressed much hope that employment would pave 
a path of economic self-sufﬁciency for more than a handful of residents. 
Instead they stressed the beneﬁts of employment for the resident’s men-
tal health and overall sense of well being. They said that employment, 
even a few hours a week, gives people a sense of purpose, a feeling 
that they are engaged in something positive. Employment also provides 
some structure and purpose in the residents’ lives. As an unemployed 
participant in a resident focus group put it, employment “would give 
me a reason to get up in the morning, something to look forward to.” 
Some felt that employment helps people develop stronger social skills 
and indeed helps them develop some of the skills desired for living in 
supportive housing. 
Several respondents did discuss the ﬁnancial beneﬁts of employ-
ment, but few thought that it was reasonable to expect residents to be-
come ﬁnancially independent. Several also cautioned that the nature of 
some residents’ mental illness made it unlikely that they would be able 
to work continuously into the future; some suffer periodic breakdowns 
that make them unable to work for periods of time.
Approaches to Employment
The study included organizations that do and organizations that do 
not provide vocational services for their residents. As was said earlier, 
of the 20 supportive housing providers studied, 14 offer some form of 
vocational services. Most of the vocational programs are small and rela-
tively new. They typically involve a continuum of services, from initial 
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assessment to post-placement support, almost always with a heavy dos-
age of case management. Several of the organizations with vocational 
services do not focus exclusively on residents of supportive housing; in 
some programs supportive housing residents constitute a small propor-
tion of all vocational clients.
A few of the six organizations that do not provide vocational ser-
vices would like to do more to help their residents secure a place in 
the labor force. Some of them have experimented with vocational sup-
port in the past, and others are planning to hire vocational staff in the 
future. Most said they did not have the ﬁnancial resources to institute 
vocational programming. Instead, they rely on case managers to refer 
residents to vocational programs offered by other organizations. Some 
also hire residents for part-time jobs at their facilities. 
Program Overview
The supportive housing organizations’ vocational programs are 
quite small. Most employ ﬁve or fewer full-time staff and seldom have 
budgets in excess of $500,000—and sometimes much less. They rarely 
have more than two or three dozen participants at any one time. While 
some vocational programs focus almost exclusively on supportive 
housing residents, others serve a broader population. For example at 
Community Access’s supported employment program, about 30 per-
cent of the 198 participants live in supportive housing. However, only 
one or two of these participants reside at supportive housing operated 
by the parent organization; the rest come from facilities run by several 
different organizations. 
The supportive housing providers with vocational programs differ 
more in the number of services provided than in their basic approach. 
Most of the organizations offer vocational services as a separate, stand-
alone program, often based at a central location (often a supportive 
housing residence). One or two groups provide vocational service pro-
grams at multiple supportive housing facilities. In a few instances, vo-
cational services are integrated within other programs. For example, 
Project Return’s vocational services are part of a larger drug rehabilita-
tion program. Similarly, supportive housing providers sometimes fold 
vocational services into day treatment programs and psycho-social 
clubs.
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Work Readiness Training 
Common to all 14 organizations offering vocational services is a 
concern with work readiness. All provide counseling and case manage-
ment services to help residents adapt to the routines and expectations of 
the workplace. All provide some form of vocational assessment, in part 
to determine the most appropriate programs and referral. 
Virtually all the groups provide some form of job readiness training. 
This can vary from long-term day-treatment or intensive psychiatric re-
habilitation programs to two-week classes on a range of soft skills. The 
longer-term programs typically focus on persons with mental illness 
and do not necessarily aim exclusively at preparing clients for employ-
ment. For example, the largest vocational program run by Services for 
the Underserved (another supportive housing provider specializing in 
the mentally ill) is its Brooklyn Clubhouse, a psychosocial clubhouse. 
A structured therapeutic setting for persons with mental illness, the 
clubhouse program includes supported employment—mostly intern-
ships—for clients.5 More broadly, it prepares people for employment 
by providing a task-oriented day. The agency views the clubhouse’s 
overall programming as providing pre-vocational support. By requiring 
clients to sign up for speciﬁc activities and tasks, the clubhouse pro-
vides a structured day, which can help them adapt to the structure and 
routines of the workplace.
Most of the programs promote work readiness on a shorter-term ba-
sis. They usually involve individual or group meetings with vocational 
counselors and case managers as well as classroom instruction on a 
wide range of soft skills, including such topics as resume preparation, 
interviewing skills, job search skills, and anger management. 
Several of the supportive housing groups offer supported employ-
ment, usually within their organizations, but sometimes with other or-
ganizations as well. Most of the programs involve part-time work and 
are limited to a few months. The goal is to provide work experience in 
a nonthreatening environment as a stepping stone to competitive em-
ployment. Most often, supported employment involves front desk, food 
service, building maintenance and other low-skill jobs at the parent or-
ganization. A few organizations also offer “assisted competitive em-
ployment” for supportive housing programs. These programs provide 
job coaches and other supports to help individuals (usually with mental 
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illness) cope with regular employment. For example, The Bridge’s As-
sisted Competitive Employment program employs two staff to work 
as job developers and job coaches for about 30 clients. Post-placement 
support includes individual and group counseling, regular phone con-
tact with clients, and occasional visits to the job site. Staff members 
also speak to employers when requested to by the client. 
Several programs integrate work-readiness or soft skills with their 
hard-skill vocational training. The Institute for Independent Living, for 
example, runs a three-week pre-employment course as a prerequisite 
for its vocational training courses. The work readiness training instructs 
people on how to complete employment applications, prepare resumes, 
identify realistic career goals, and develop strategies for job retention. 
The course also includes mock job interviews and provides assistance 
in medication and money management. 
Some of the smaller vocational programs offered by supportive hous-
ing providers focus exclusively on work-readiness and refer clients to 
other programs for training in speciﬁc vocations. The Jericho Project, a 
supportive housing organization serving homeless individuals with his-
tories of substance abuse, employs three vocational counselors and one 
job developer. The vocational counselors are based at speciﬁc support-
ive housing residences and help residents develop short- and long-term 
career goals and identify necessary steps to reach these goals. They also 
provide post-placement assistance to help residents retain their jobs. 
While some residents are placed in jobs directly, others are ﬁrst referred 
to vocational training programs to develop more advanced skills. The 
agency’s job developer assists residents with their job search, helping 
them sharpen their interviewing skills and improve their resumes.
A small number of organizations provide instruction in reading, 
writing, and other basic skills as well as English as a Second Language. 
Most of the groups refer residents to community colleges and other 
institutions for this kind of support. The Center for Urban Community 
Services (CUCS), for example, contracts with a community college to 
provide basic skills training at its supportive housing facilities.
Hard-Skills Training
Two-thirds of the organizations that offer vocational services pro-
vide some form of vocational training (i.e., hard skills training) for 
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speciﬁc occupations or industries. Most often these programs are very 
small and focus on food services, building maintenance, case manage-
ment, and other jobs routinely carried out by the parent organization. 
In some cases, training is intertwined with the organizations’ supported 
employment programs; in others, it is provided in a classroom setting. 
For example, the Institute for Community Living operates four-week 
training programs in janitorial services, food services, and computer ap-
plications as part of a broader job placement program that also includes 
three weeks of work-readiness training. CUCS’s internship program 
combines paid work experience with six to eight weeks of course work 
in soft skills and in such vocation-speciﬁc areas as ofﬁce occupations, 
building maintenance, and social services.
Several organizations have started, or are about to open, comput-
er training facilities and programs as part of their vocational services. 
They provide computers and staff to train residents in the basic com-
puter applications such as word processing and the Internet. Staff at 
several supportive housing facilities reported that residents express in-
terest in learning about computers, as did participants at two of the four 
resident focus groups. However, this interest is often quite general and 
does not necessarily translate into employment aspirations. Neverthe-
less, responding to this interest, 13 of the supportive housing groups 
have established computer-training programs. One of them, the Jericho 
Project, expects new residents to take at least four classes in its com-
puter program. As of August 2001, 60 percent of all residents had taken 
at least one class. Another, the Institute for Community Living, offers a 
four-week course in computer skills aimed at people interested in cleri-
cal employment or just in learning about computers. Its goal is to help 
residents become comfortable working with computers. 
Job Placement and Retention Support
Most of the supportive housing groups with vocational programs 
employ job developers to help residents ﬁnd jobs with employers 
throughout New York City. Most graduates of the vocational programs 
run by supportive housing organizations tend to work in low paying 
service jobs, usually without beneﬁts. While some agencies attempt to 
place people in jobs paying a few dollars more than the minimum wage, 
staff members admit that most participants lack the skills and work ex-
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perience that would enable them to command higher pay. The best pay-
ing jobs are usually in social services. For example, “peer specialists” 
trained at one supportive housing organization’s vocational program 
typically earn around $24,000 annually with beneﬁts, or, for part-time 
positions, $10 an hour. Wages for building maintenance, food service, 
and other occupations targeted by vocational service programs tend to 
be considerably less. Most of the vocational providers feel that support-
ive housing residents are usually ill suited for retail and fast-food jobs. 
Customer relations can be stressful in retail environments, and middle-
aged residents can ﬁnd it demeaning to work alongside teenagers and 
young adults in fast-food establishments. 
In general, the vocational programs place residents in full-time 
jobs. Although case managers and other supportive housing staff—as 
well as participants in the resident focus groups—tended to prefer part-
time work, considering full-time work too stressful for most residents, 
most of the vocational staff felt that if a resident could succeed in part-
time employment he or she could probably succeed in full-time work 
as well. 
 A few of the organizations have also created business ventures to 
employ their vocational clients. CUCS, for example, has started a jew-
elry-making business and is looking at the possibility of starting other 
micro businesses as well. The agency sees micro businesses as a way 
of providing ﬂexible work for supportive housing residents. Such en-
terprises must require skills that residents already have or can develop 
in a short period of time. Residents can work at their own pace, either at 
home or at more central locations. 
Housing Works, unlike all the other supportive housing and vo-
cational service providers studied, guarantees a job at its parent or-
ganization for every Job Training Program (JTP) participant (most of 
whom are not residents of supportive housing) who passes both the JTP 
coursework and the core competency criteria for a particular position. 
Speciﬁcally, it places graduates in case management, clerical, building 
maintenance, food service, and retail jobs at its ofﬁces, residential fa-
cilities, and thrift stores. All graduates are guaranteed jobs with health 
insurance, paid vacation, and other beneﬁts.
There was great diversity found among the organizations in the 
extent to which they hired residents of their own supportive housing 
facilities. Organizations identiﬁed beneﬁts as well as drawbacks to em-
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ploying residents within their housing programs. Beneﬁts to employing 
residents within the agency include the feeling that by hiring residents 
they are able to fulﬁll both the need for residents to obtain employment 
and job experience and the need to ﬁll certain positions in the organiza-
tion. Also, by serving both as the residents’ employer and as their ser-
vice provider, the agency is able to offer residents valuable guidance in 
the transition to work. Since the roles of service provider and employer 
are combined, stress and problems can be noticed early and thus avert-
ed. On the other hand, some providers recognize that a conﬂict of inter-
est can arise when attempting to provide housing and case management 
while also acting as the resident’s employer. By the provider trying to 
be all of these things for a resident, the line between service provider 
and employer can become blurred, often making it difﬁcult to provide 
comprehensive support services. Also, many feel that by providing resi-
dents employment inside the organization, those residents are not being 
encouraged to strive for greater independence.
In order to preserve the distinction between service provider and 
employer, organizations utilize a wide variety of strategies in the hiring 
of past and current residents. Some programs, like Jericho Project and 
Project Greenhope, will only hire former residents who have been out 
of the program for a length of time, usually at least one year. Jericho 
Project’s staff is made up of 20 percent former residents, while Project 
Greenhope has a few former residents employed in security or porter 
internships. Other agencies, such as the Federation Employment and 
Guidance Service (FEGS)—recognizing the difﬁculties of employing 
one’s own residents—will not hire its own residents; rather, it accepts 
referrals for employment from other supportive housing programs. 
Yet another way that agencies have resolved this conﬂict is by hiring 
residents to work in divisions of the agency besides the one in which 
they live. Both Project Return and Catholic Charities of Brooklyn and 
Queens follow this practice. Jobs that residents are most often hired for 
within the parent organization include maintenance, porter, front desk, 
and security; some are also hired for peer counseling and case manage-
ment. 
Most of the organizations try to help clients retain employment af-
ter initial placement. A few of the organizations employ job coaches to 
provide post-placement support. However, several respondents voiced 
concern about the difﬁculty of helping people keep their jobs. Some 
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said that clients were not comfortable meeting with job coaches at the 
work site—that it was embarrassing for a client to have a coach while 
working alongside other workers who do not. Some also said it was 
unclear what the coaches could actually do at the work site. It was bet-
ter, they said, for coaches to meet with clients elsewhere to discuss any 
issues they might be facing. 
Most of the vocational programs include support groups for both 
trainees and graduates. These range from weekly meetings with vo-
cational staff to monthly or quarterly dinners for program graduates. 
While support groups and other forms of group work are common el-
ements of pre-employment and vocational training, they seem more 
difﬁcult to implement for clients who have become employed or have 
otherwise graduated from a vocational program. Staff at several organi-
zations said it was difﬁcult to attract many program graduates to peer-
group meetings. As a result they are experimenting with both the format 
of the meetings and the kinds of topics to be discussed. Some groups 
are making post-placement meetings more of a social event, combining 
a presentation or discussion with dinner. One group, the Bowery Resi-
dents’ Committee, pays $200 to participants after six months of regular 
attendance at monthly meetings. 
Partners, Referrals, and External Relationships
Most of the vocational programs operated by supportive hous-
ing providers are fairly insular, involving few if any partnerships 
with other organizations. While several are connected to VESID, 
none participate in programs operated by USDOL for vocational sup-
port, including the city’s one-stop center. Only a few of the organi-
zations—mostly those serving people who do not have a mental ill-
ness or HIV/AIDS—link up with New York City’s Welfare to Work 
programs. Few groups contract with other organizations to provide 
vocational or related services for their residents. Likewise, few of the 
supportive housing providers have formal alliances with other organi-
zations in the workforce development arena. And few involve private 
employers in the design or oversight of their vocational programs. For 
example, only two have employer advisory boards, although several 
others have expressed an interest in forming advisory boards. While 
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some groups want to have closer connections to employers, others are 
more wary, partly out of fear of promising more than they can deliver. 
Employment Outcomes
 
Few of the supportive housing groups have management informa-
tion systems in place to track the employment outcomes of the partici-
pants in their vocational programs. Most are unable to provide compre-
hensive data on job placements, retention, wages, or advancement. The 
bulk of the employment outcome information collected for this study 
is based on the estimates of program staff. Most staff members say that 
vocational clients typically end up in low-paying jobs and often have 
trouble holding their jobs for extended periods of time. It was frequent-
ly remarked that clients often go through a rapid succession of jobs 
before one “sticks.” In the case of persons with mental illness, clients 
often become unable to hold a job during acute phases of their disease 
but then return to work once their condition stabilizes. 
The Jericho Project, serving formerly homeless individuals with 
histories of substance abuse but typically without mental illness or 
HIV/AIDS, is one of the few groups to systematically track employ-
ment outcomes. It reports that the average starting salary of residents it 
has helped to place is $8.04 an hour. In addition, 70 percent of residents 
placed in the past two years retained their jobs for at least six months, 
and 51 percent did so for at least one year. Of those who did not retain 
their jobs, two-thirds found new jobs within three months. Given the 
character of its target population, the Jericho Project probably achieves 
greater success than most vocational programs serving residents of sup-
portive housing.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Although supportive housing groups have created numerous voca-
tional programs for their residents and other formerly homeless and 
disabled individuals, many residents in supportive housing are not em-
ployed or participating in vocational programs. The Corporation for 
Supportive Housing, in its recently completed Next Step: Jobs Initia-
tive report, encouraged participating groups to promote employment in 
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all aspects of their supportive housing programs—or, as coined by one 
author, to “vocationalize the homefront” (Parkhill 2000). While most of 
the groups in Next Step: Jobs Initiative continue to stress employment 
in multiple ways, the 20 supportive housing providers covered in this 
study, with one or two exceptions, show little sign of doing so. Despite 
program development and innovation, the supportive housing groups 
studied here do not seem to be reaching a very large segment of their 
target population. This raises a double-edged question: Are supportive 
housing organizations failing to reach their target population, or is the 
need for vocational services among formerly homeless residents of sup-
portive housing less than service providers and their supporters have 
assumed?
Most residents of supportive housing confront formidable obstacles 
to employment, including poor basic skills, minimal work experience, 
and in many cases mental illness, HIV/AIDS, and other health prob-
lems. Many have not held a steady job in years, if ever, and do not al-
ways grasp the norms of workplace behavior. As one vocational service 
provider explained, formerly homeless individuals have had very little 
structure and support in their lives that would have prepared them for 
employment. 
Two sets of issues emerge from the staff interviews and resident 
focus groups. One concerns the ability of vocational programs to at-
tract supportive housing residents; the other relates to the programs’ 
effectiveness in helping residents succeed in the labor market. The sup-
portive housing industry needs a better grasp of the size of the pool of 
viable vocational clients and how it can reach them. The industry also 
needs a better sense of the vocational potential of supportive housing 
residents and the best way of realizing that potential.
Accessing the Market
Given the character of the supportive housing population and its 
multitude of employment barriers, it is critical to have realistic expecta-
tions of its employment potential. While some residents have the po-
tential to become economically self sufﬁcient within the labor force, 
others, most likely the majority, do not. Most of the latter are not likely 
to earn substantially more than the minimum wage or to hold jobs for 
extended periods of time. This is not to say, however, that competitive 
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employment is unsuitable for residents with mental illness, HIV/AIDS, 
and other disabilities. It does suggest, though, that their vocational 
needs and expectations will differ from supportive housing residents 
that do not have these disabilities, and that they are not likely to achieve 
sustained economic independence through employment.
Supportive housing most likely does not offer a very large pool of 
individuals with the potential to beneﬁt from mainstream employment 
services geared to long-term economic advancement. The most prom-
ising candidates for these programs probably come from two groups 
of supportive housing residents—individuals supported by the Depart-
ment of Homeless Services (DHS), and residents whose rents are not 
subsidized by state or local programs (although some receive federal 
Section 8 rental vouchers). Termed “community” residents, the latter 
group is not limited to the formerly homeless or the disabled and in-
cludes the original residents of single-room occupancy hotels (SROs) 
that were acquired by nonproﬁt supportive housing providers, as well 
as individuals willing to pay market rents for apartments in supportive 
housing facilities. 
A ﬁrst priority should be to assess the employment status and work 
readiness of DHS and community residents—as opposed to residents 
with diagnosed mental illness and HIV/AIDS whose vocational poten-
tial is usually more limited. According to data provided by the Support-
ive Housing Network of New York, these two groups collectively ac-
count for 54 percent of New York’s 12,000 units of supportive housing 
(22 percent DHS, 34 percent community). 
The experience at Common Ground’s two largest supportive housing 
facilities, if at all typical of the larger population, suggests that demand 
for vocational services among community and DHS residents is quite 
limited, especially if the goal is sustainable, self-supporting employ-
ment. At both the Times Square and the Prince George, the vast major-
ity of community residents under age 60 are already employed and thus 
probably do not need vocational assistance. A much smaller fraction of 
the residents under 60 supported by DHS are employed—47 percent at 
the Times Square and 34 percent at the Prince George. Many of the un-
employed DHS residents at the Times Square and Prince George, how-
ever, are disabled, either receiving SSI or SSDI or with pending appli-
cations. At the Times Square, only 4 of 29 unemployed DHS residents 
under age 60 do not receive SSI or SSDI or have pending applications 
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for these beneﬁts. At the Prince George, half of 42 unemployed DHS 
residents under age 60 do not receive SSI or SSDI or have pending ap-
plications. In sum, the demand for mainstream vocational services at 
these large supportive housing residences is quite limited. 
If supportive housing residents do not constitute a large source of 
demand for mainstream employment programs designed to help people 
become economically self-sufﬁcient, a potentially larger segment of the 
supportive-housing population, including residents supported by DHS 
as well as those with mental illness and HIV/AIDS, might be interested 
in other types of programs to help them obtain regular jobs in the private 
and public sectors. Although it may not be reasonable to expect them 
to become economically self-reliant, many of these residents could still 
beneﬁt from competitive employment given the opportunity and neces-
sary support. It is therefore critical to have realistic expectations about 
residents’ true vocational potential. This is particularly important with 
regard to residents with mental illness.
One barrier to the employment of persons with mental illness may 
be the tendency of mental health professionals to underestimate their 
ability to work outside of a sheltered environment (McReynolds, Gar-
ske, and Turpin 2002; Nemec, Spaniol, and Dell Orto 2001). Psychi-
atrists, psychologists, social workers, case managers, and other staff, 
perhaps because they receive little training in vocational rehabilitation, 
may not always understand the extent to which mental illness impairs 
employment potential.6 The vocational rehabilitation literature shows 
that it is extremely difﬁcult to predict the employment outcomes of 
people with schizophrenia and other severe mental illnesses. Research 
also shows that there is no relationship between the clinical symptom-
atology of mental illness and the patient’s ability to hold a job (Anthony 
and Jansen 1984). The only way of predicting employment outcomes 
for a person with mental illness is that person’s previous work history. 
Yet despite these research ﬁndings, mental health practitioners are typi-
cally concerned that employment can induce too much stress for clients, 
risking a worsening of their condition. Our interviews with case manag-
ers and residents frequently elicited these concerns.
With regard to supportive housing residents with HIV/AIDS, a key 
employment barrier is the availability of employment opportunities that 
provide sufﬁcient ﬂexibility to accommodate the need to make frequent 
medical appointments and to take time off when not feeling well. This 
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is not just a matter of employers providing ﬂexible work schedules, but 
also of them having the ability to deal with last minute absences and 
other deviations from the schedule. Most employers, of course, have 
little tolerance for unplanned absences from the workplace. Housing 
Works, as discussed above, has addressed this issue by creating jobs for 
its trainees within its own organization.
If one priority for supportive housing providers should be to better 
gauge the number of residents potentially able to beneﬁt from voca-
tional services, another should be to improve how residents with voca-
tional potential are steered toward vocational services and employment. 
The pool of potential vocational clients may be smaller than originally 
expected, but more can likely be done to help these residents succeed 
in the labor force. 
One of the most straightforward ways of involving more supportive 
housing residents in employment and vocational services is to educate 
residents and staff about their ability to retain Medicaid and other ben-
eﬁts while employed. It is striking how few residents or staff members 
were aware of recent employment incentives designed to encourage 
employment among recipients of SSI and SSDI. For example, few were 
aware that recipients of SSI could retain Medicaid coverage so long as 
their annual earnings did not exceed approximately $33,000. Clearly, 
supportive housing staff and residents need to be better informed about 
these work incentives. A better understanding of how employment af-
fects beneﬁts eligibility should alleviate some residents’ anxiety about 
working. Worries over the loss of government beneﬁts should not be as 
big a barrier to employment as they appeared to be in our interviews. 
Another, more difﬁcult way of stimulating interest in employment 
is for case managers and other direct service providers to offer more 
encouragement and assistance. As noted above, vocational staff felt that 
case managers—at supportive housing facilities and at the day treat-
ment and other programs that residents participate in—do not active-
ly promote employment. Partly because they are often responding to 
emergencies and other urgent matters, case managers are viewed as not 
taking the time and effort to stress the beneﬁts of employment to their 
clients. Moreover, many staff members report that case managers are 
not often aware of the different types of vocational support that are 
available for their clients. Part of the problem stems from the high turn-
over of case managers and the fact that many are new to the job and not 
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well versed in vocational rehabilitation. As noted above, the problem is 
further aggravated by the lack of training case managers and other men-
tal health professionals receive in the area of vocational rehabilitation. 
Social workers, psychologists, and other mental health workers receive 
little if any training in vocational rehabilitation in their professional 
education (Nemec, Spaniol, and Dell Orto 2001; McReynolds, Garske, 
and Turpin 2002). 
Additional training of case managers could help “vocationalize” the 
supportive housing homefront. Indeed, given the number of vocational 
programs in New York City, not to mention the services provided by 
VESID, it may be a wiser use of resources for supportive housing or-
ganizations to put more emphasis on making case managers more ef-
fective advocates of employment than to invest in their own vocational 
training (hard skills) programs. 
 Increasing Effectiveness
The vocational programs offered by supportive housing organi-
zations include a wide range of services, such as soft skills training, 
supported employment, occupational skills training, job placement as-
sistance, and retention support. This study did not attempt to evaluate 
these programs but rather to gather information on the range of services 
provided and how they are delivered. Nevertheless, two issues stand 
out with regard to program effectiveness. One concerns the tracking of 
employment outcomes. The other relates to the emphasis on supported 
employment and long-term pre-vocational training.
Few of the groups could provide up to date data on attrition during 
training, job placement rates, wages, job retention, or wage progres-
sion. Some organizations track employment outcomes but do not com-
pile the data so that it can be readily analyzed; instead the information 
is conﬁned to individual client ﬁles. Other organizations do not collect 
outcome information on a systematic basis. As a result, much of the 
information on employment outcomes is based on the impressions of 
program staff. In order to provide stronger vocational services it is es-
sential to know the outcomes of current programs. Since few supportive 
housing organizations possess the budgetary resources to invest in the 
management information systems necessary for improved tracking and 
analysis of employment outcomes, this is an area that will require sup-
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port from government, foundations, and other institutions interested in 
promoting employment for supportive housing residents.
Among other beneﬁts, better outcome data would help address a 
key question about many of the vocational programs offered by sup-
portive housing providers. As discussed above, a number of these or-
ganizations operate supportive or transitional programs and in some 
cases extensive pre-employment programs such as psycho-social clubs 
and continuing day treatment. It would be useful to know the extent to 
which participants in these programs eventually move into competi-
tive employment. To what extent do residents in intensive psychiatric 
rehabilitation programs, day treatment programs, and clubhouses tran-
sition to other types of vocational programs that lead to competitive 
employment? To what extent do people in supported employment and 
internships make the transition to competitive employment? Questions 
about the efﬁcacy of these approaches were raised at two resident focus 
groups and in some of the interviews with vocational providers. The 
two resident focus groups had participants who had worked in intern-
ship or supported work programs but then became idle once their as-
signments came to a close; they seemed to make little effort to ﬁnd 
permanent jobs afterwards. One cannot generalize from the experiences 
of a few former clients, but their stories do underscore the need to better 
understand the multiple pathways that can lead from supported to com-
petitive employment. They are also consistent with research document-
ing that supported or sheltered employment is not an effective stepping 
stone to competitive employment (Bond et al. 2001). Also supporting 
the focus groups’ concerns is that at least one vocational director was re-
organizing his organization’s supported employment program because 
what was supposed to be a temporary work experience had become one 
without end for most participants. With better information on program 
outcomes, supportive housing organizations will be better able to help 
residents make the most of their vocational potential.
Notes
 1. This chapter uses the terms “homeless” and “formerly homeless” interchange-
ably to refer to once-homeless individuals now residing in supportive housing. 
 2. Weak soft skills are also considered a major impediment to employment among 
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other disadvantaged job seekers without mental illness or a history of homeless-
ness (Houghton and Proscio 2001).
 3. For details on work incentives for SSDI and SSI beneﬁciaries, go to the follow-
ing Web site: http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/workincentives.html.
 4. This concern is not without merit. Several focus group participants and case 
managers described situations in which the Social Security Administration erro-
neously terminated disability beneﬁts, requiring residents to go through a lengthy 
application process to verify their disability and reestablish their eligibility.
 5. For more background on psychosocial clubs see Bond and Resnick (2000) and 
Beard, Propst, and Malamud (1982).
 6.  For example, a national survey found that 2.9 percent of staff in psychiatric re-
habilitation programs have backgrounds in vocational rehabilitation counseling 
(Fabian and Coppola 2001). 
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Workforce Development in 
the Information Technology Age
Michael A. Stoll
University of California, Los Angeles
Over the latter half of the twentieth century, workforce develop-
ment policy in the United States aimed at enhancing the employment 
and earnings of low-income and less-educated workers.1 Although these 
efforts have met with mixed success, the rise of new information tech-
nologies in the economy presents new challenges and opportunities for 
workforce development policy.
The expansion of the knowledge-based economy in the late 1990s 
increased demand for labor in all sectors, but the skill sets required for 
these jobs also increased, leaving many low-skill workers on the outside 
of the “new economy” (Autor, Katz, and Krueger 1998). In the infor-
mation technology (IT) world of today, job skill requirements seem to 
change much more rapidly than in the past, which adds to the difﬁculty 
of getting low-skill job seekers into employment. Thus, the ability of 
workforce development institutions to link disadvantaged workers to 
jobs in the IT sector is likely to rest on their ability to adapt to and train 
for the changing skill dynamics of IT jobs.
Is there a demand for workers in IT jobs? If so, can past and current 
workforce development practice successfully connect low-skill workers 
to growing employment opportunities in IT? And if it cannot, what are 
the “best practices” found in workforce development that can accom-
plish this? This chapter seeks to answer these questions by examining 
the demand for workers and the rising skill requirements in IT jobs, by 
evaluating whether current workforce policy is positioned to meet the 
growing labor market needs in the IT sector, and by investigating how 
workforce development policy can help low-skill workers overcome 
barriers in the new economy labor market.
191
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The need for workforce development institutions to successfully 
place low-skill workers in IT jobs cannot be overstated. For too long, 
workforce development has been viewed as part of social welfare policy 
or as programs of last resort for disadvantaged workers. This view has 
probably inﬂuenced or reinforced employer perceptions that workforce 
development programs are poverty programs, and as such are irrelevant 
to their labor supply needs. To the extent such policy and programs 
can successfully integrate low-skill workers into the IT sector, they will 
be seen as a key part of national economic development policy. Les-
sons drawn from the successes should prove particularly useful during 
continued implementation of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 
1998.
THE DEMAND FOR WORKERS AND SKILL IN IT JOBS
In order to analyze the demand for IT workers, it is necessary to ﬁrst 
deﬁne IT. Although IT is a broad term, the U.S. Department of Com-
merce aptly deﬁnes it as “the infrastructure and knowledge that [are] 
necessary to market information [that is] readily available” (U.S. De-
partment of Commerce 1999a, p. 3). IT positions include technical sup-
port, network administration, Web page design, software development, 
3-D animation, digital video editing and mapping, hardware repair and 
maintenance, and database management and design. While IT jobs are 
heavily concentrated in high-tech sectors such as the computer industry, 
they have become integrated into most sectors of the economy, most 
notably the ﬁnancial and health industries. It is estimated that by 2006 
almost half of the nation’s workforce will be employed by industries 
and in jobs that are either major producers or users of information tech-
nology products and services (U.S. Department of Commerce 1999b).
Growth in IT Jobs, Shortage of IT Workers 
Jobs in the IT sector are growing rapidly. According to reports from 
the Commerce Department (2000) and the Information Technology As-
sociation of America (2000), between 1998 and 2000 the number of 
people working in IT-producing industries, or in IT occupations in non-
high-tech industries, increased from 7.4 million to about 10 million (a 
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35 percent increase). At the end of 2000, such workers accounted for 
between 7 and 8 percent of the nation’s workforce, up from between 4 
and 5 percent in the mid 1990s.2
But many jobs in IT sectors and occupations are left unﬁlled at any 
given time. According to the 2000 Information Technology Association 
of America (ITAA) study, it was expected that about 840,000 of the 
anticipated 1.6 million newly created jobs in IT would go unﬁlled.3 The 
overall vacancy rate for IT jobs was 8.4 percent, notably higher than 
the rate of 5 or 6 percent for the general economy during a typical eco-
nomic expansion (Holzer 1994). This shortage hurts the prosperity of 
companies and of the economy as a whole. Recent studies on the crisis 
in ﬁlling IT service and support positions indicate that the shortage of 
IT workers has cost companies money through increased expenses such 
as overtime, lost revenue, and lowered proﬁts, to the amount of $33.4 
billion in 1999 (Computer Technology Industry Association 1999; U.S. 
Department of Commerce 2000; ITAA 2000). These results suggest that 
there is substantial unmet demand for IT jobs and a strong incentive for 
companies to connect with workforce development organizations and 
institutions to meet their labor supply needs.
The difﬁculty in ﬁlling IT jobs is in part related to the economic 
expansion of the late 1990s, which generated some of the lowest un-
employment rates in 30 years. Though the labor market has loosened 
somewhat during the past three years, its earlier tightness, with unem-
ployment rates hovering between 4.1 and 4.5 percent in 2000 and 2001, 
left few workers available to ﬁll vacant IT jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2000, 2001). However, even in a robust economy, there are de-
mographic groups that experience labor market difﬁculties. The unem-
ployment rate of African Americans (8.6 percent) and Latinos (6.3 per-
cent) in March 2001 was still two to three times as high as that of whites 
(3.7 percent) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2001). Yet it is precisely 
these groups that, if properly trained, can ﬁll a signiﬁcant percentage 
of vacant jobs in the IT sector. Indeed, the National Science Founda-
tion (NSF) Commission for the Advancement of Women and Minorities 
in Science, Engineering and Technology Development reports that the 
shortage of high-tech workers could halt sustained economic growth 
unless more minorities and women are trained for these positions (NSF 
2000). Community-based organizations (CBOs) and many community 
colleges are in an advantageous position to play an intermediary role of 
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helping these workers acquire IT jobs because they have strong connec-
tions to inner city and minority communities.
The Skill Requirements of IT Jobs
The need for skills, on both the demand and the supply side of the 
labor market, challenges workforce development institutions trying to 
match disadvantaged workers with IT jobs. On the demand side, skill 
requirements for IT employment tend to be higher than for the over-
all job market. The U.S. Commerce Department (1999a) estimates that 
about 60 percent of core IT jobs require at least a college degree, while 
only 25 percent of jobs outside of this sector require a college degree.4 
Moreover, the skill requirements of jobs, in particular regarding the use 
of computers, are changing rapidly. Research indicates that in 1984, 
25.1 percent of all workers in the United States used a computer at 
work (Autor, Katz, and Krueger 1998). By 2000, this ﬁgure had risen 
to 68 percent, representing a 170 percent increase since 1984 (Heldrich 
Center for Workforce Development 2000).5
Although skill requirements do appear to be higher in IT jobs, about 
40 percent of IT employment does not require a college degree. These 
non-four-year-college jobs (e.g., telecommunications installer) often 
require a certiﬁcate of training but are positions that workforce devel-
opment institutions could realistically and successfully train low-skill 
workers to ﬁll. In order to capitalize on such training opportunities, 
workforce development institutions must become more strategic in 
their efforts by researching IT jobs to determine their skill requirements 
and by orienting training toward those jobs that are a good ﬁt with the 
interests and abilities of low-income, low-skill workers.
On the supply side, the ability of workforce development institu-
tions to groom disadvantaged workers for IT jobs is hampered by their 
lack of access to technology. The U.S. Commerce Department (1995) 
reports that individuals have unequal access to computer technologies 
according to their income, race, and education. For example, from 1994 
to 1998, the gap in computer ownership between whites and African 
Americans grew by 39.3 percent.6 Similarly increasing gaps in com-
puter ownership and Internet access are found between rich and poor 
and between those with college degrees and those without high school 
diplomas (U.S. Department of Commerce 1999a). These data indicate 
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that historical inequities dividing the nation, characterized by race and 
poverty, are the very ones along which the digital divide has opened. 
THE RECORD OF WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT POLICY   
Can workforce development policy and institutions meet the chal-
lenges of placing low-skill workers in a growing number of IT jobs? 
To answer this question, we must examine the record of past workforce 
development policies and programs. Over the past 25 years, three pro-
grams have largely governed workforce development policy. First came 
the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), from  1973 
to 1982, then the  Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), from 1982 to 
1998, and, most recently, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, which 
took effect in July 2000. The primary objective of these statutes has 
been to increase the employment, earnings, and retention of disadvan-
taged and dislocated workers. Although a diverse array of programs has 
been implemented under these policy regimes, a closer look reveals that 
there are two broad employment and training models that have been 
tried: stand-alone basic education, and quick employment—or work 
ﬁrst.7 
The Basic Education Approach
Basic education was the dominant approach to employment and 
training under CETA and during the early years of JTPA. In this model, 
programs sought to remedy the lack of basic skills of disadvantaged 
workers by providing classroom training in basic subjects such as read-
ing, writing, and math. With an objective of enhancing skills, many 
programs focused on helping program participants achieve their high 
school diploma or equivalency degree (the GED). The underlying phi-
losophy of this training model is that education and skills are the chief 
determinants of an individual’s future employment and earnings.8
Although this approach seemed sound in labor economic theory, 
evaluations of these basic education and training programs, such as the 
Work Incentive (WIN) program, indicated only a small impact on par-
ticipants’ employment, wages, or job retention. Where signiﬁcant wage 
increases were found for program participants, few of the wage gains 
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were attributable to enhanced skills development; most were due to lon-
ger hours worked by program participants (Strawn 1998; U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor 1995).
There are several reasons basic education programs of the past 
failed to improve the employment, earnings, and retention of disadvan-
taged workers. These include the stigmatization of program participants 
by employers, the short duration of training programs, the lack of rel-
evant skills training, and a disconnect between training programs and 
employers. Many employers were unwilling to hire program graduates 
because they viewed these programs as poverty—not training—pro-
grams. They were skeptical of the skills and productivity of program 
graduates and therefore viewed them as irrelevant to their labor needs 
(Harrison and Weiss 1998; Blank 1997; LaLonde 1995; Manski and 
Garﬁnkel 1992). Still, some training programs that used the basic edu-
cation model were successful in connecting disadvantaged workers to 
jobs. Successful programs often had close ties to employers. As a result, 
on-the-job training and job search assistance were based on relevant 
and up-to-date information from employers (U.S. Department of Labor 
1995).
The Work First Approach
During the last 10 years of the JTPA program, following the pas-
sage of the Family Support Act in 1988 (which included implementa-
tion of the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills [JOBS] program), there 
was a shift in employment training from centering on basic education 
and training to focusing more on job search assistance, work experi-
ence, and other employment related services. This approach, reinforced 
and expanded upon after welfare reform in 1996, has become known 
as the “work ﬁrst” model. The work ﬁrst model concentrates on giving 
participants rapid entry into the labor market by providing short-term 
training in employment enhancing activities and direct job search as-
sistance, such as help with ﬁnding work, writing resumes, and training 
for interviews. The philosophy supporting the work ﬁrst strategy is that 
social or “soft” skills (i.e., punctuality, dress, speech, workplace norms, 
etc.), knowledge of successful job search strategies, and quick entry 
into employment are important for obtaining a job and gaining work 
experience and on-the-job training to ﬁnd better employment.
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The evaluation evidence on work ﬁrst training programs indicates 
that in the short term (i.e., one to two years) such programs have a 
greater impact on participants’ employment and wages than the stand-
alone basic education efforts. As was found with the basic education 
models, these work ﬁrst programs increased earnings through more 
hours worked, rather than through higher wages (Friedlander and Burt-
less 1995; Kempel and Haimson 1994). However, the initial increase 
in the employment and earnings of participants in work ﬁrst programs 
disappeared in subsequent years. How quickly and to what extent these 
program effects fade seems to depend on program design. The effects 
seem to fade most quickly in low-cost, job-search-only programs, called 
quick employment programs. However, work ﬁrst programs that use a 
mixed approach to training by treating program participants to a full 
range of employment and training services, including skill development 
and basic education, in addition to sponsoring job search and soft skills 
training, have larger and longer-lasting program impacts (Strawn 1998; 
U.S. Department of Labor 1995). For example, Greater Avenues to In-
dependence (GAIN) programs in Riverside and San Diego, which used 
a mixed approach to training that included work ﬁrst and basic educa-
tion components, sustained employment and wage increases for par-
ticipants over a ﬁve-year period, whereas the employment and earnings 
of their control group peers who only received job search assistance 
diminished quickly after the ﬁrst year of treatment (Strawn 1998; U.S. 
Department of Labor 1995).
While the mixed approach to work ﬁrst training had longer lasting 
employment and wage effects than did quick employment programs, 
most programs failed to raise job retention rates of participants very 
much. The few exceptions are programs that combine employer-based 
training in relevant job skills with basic education, soft skills training 
and post-employment assistance (Strawn 1998). The evaluation litera-
ture clearly indicates that work ﬁrst programs that focus only on quick 
employment strategies fail to increase the employment, earnings and 
retention of participants over the long run. This can be partly attributed 
to placements in mostly low-wage jobs that are unlikely to provide on-
the-job training and advancement potential (Osterman 1995).  
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Implications for IT: Lessons Learned from the Basic Education 
and Work First Training Models
Workforce development experience offers some lessons about the 
potential applicability of basic education and work ﬁrst training mod-
els to workforce development efforts geared toward IT jobs. Given the 
heightened skill requirements for IT jobs, programs that rely on work 
ﬁrst models, which move low-skill workers quickly to work without 
ﬁrst providing hard skills training, may have limited worth. Likewise, 
programs that use a basic education approach are disconnected from 
employers and lack relevant skills training, so they also may have lim-
ited success in linking low-skill workers to IT jobs. However, programs 
that provide training in concrete and relevant skills, that make connec-
tions to employers, and that give attention to post-employment assis-
tance stand a chance of being much more successful. Moreover, job 
search assistance and soft skills training exercises seem to be effective 
workforce development practices when, and only when, they are used 
as complementary activities to hard skills training.  
BEST PRACTICES IN WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
In response to the limited success of previous workforce develop-
ment programs, a number of organizations have begun to experiment 
with different strategies and practices to improve the employment and 
earnings of low-skill workers. What are these practices, and do they 
promise to be successful in training low-skill workers for the dynamic 
IT sector?9 An examination of the workforce development literature 
revealed best practices that often can accomplish this. These include 
employer links, relevant and timely skills training, a mixed approach to 
training, community colleges, ﬂexibility and responsiveness, network-
ing and collaboration among training providers, and post-employment 
assistance. We shall look at each of them in turn.
Employer Links
Not surprisingly, programs with links to employers have more suc-
cess in placing program participants, in raising their wages, and in in-
Melendez Book.indb   198 12/16/2004   1:35:55 PM
Workforce Development in the Information Technology Age   199
creasing their job retention than programs without connections to em-
ployers. In one example, CBOs contracted with San Francisco Works, a 
Welfare-to-Work, public-private partnership, to train welfare recipients 
for employment in the health and ﬁnancial technologies areas. These 
CBOs had more success in placing program participants when employ-
ers were involved in the training process than when they were not in-
volved (Bliss 2000). Beyond that, organizations in the IT sector that 
have shown large program impacts on participants’ labor market out-
comes, such as the Center for Employment and Training in San José, 
California, have employer involvement as a central component of their 
training design (Meléndez and Harrison 1998).
A number of factors explain the increased success of training pro-
grams that rely on employer involvement. First, training providers who 
deal with employers are more likely to have current information on 
work standards, skill requirements, and state-of-the-art technologies. 
Second, these relationships often lead to employer buy-in. Thus, train-
ing agencies with which employers are involved ﬁnd themselves in the 
enviable position of being able to negotiate with employers over plac-
ing program participants, assisting them after employment, and alter-
ing training approaches. The Denver Workforce Initiative (one of the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Jobs Initiative sites), created a workplace 
curriculum for managers of companies involved with training provid-
ers. The curriculum helped managers understand workplace issues from 
the perspective of disadvantaged workers. This insight has led them to 
institute workplace policies such as transit assistance and to change cul-
tural norms at work in ways that help low-skill workers stay employed 
at the ﬁrm longer, such as by supporting English as a Second Language 
(ESL) courses (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2000).
Third, such programs provide employers with incentives to hire 
program participants. Employers involved in training programs typi-
cally reduce their search and training costs because of greater access to 
an appropriately trained labor supply.10 Thus, all of these factors tend 
to lead to greater placement and employment rates, wages, and reten-
tion for participants trained in programs with employer involvement. 
At the same time, ﬁrms that participate in external training programs 
also beneﬁt through increased productivity, increased proﬁts because 
of lower search and training costs, and greater retention of employees 
(U.S. Department of Labor 1996).
Melendez Book.indb   199 12/16/2004   1:35:56 PM
200 Stoll
Employer involvement is accomplished in a variety of ways. The 
Bay Area Video Coalition (BAVC), a media arts center in San Francisco 
that successfully trains participants in multimedia and Web design, stra-
tegically uses its advisory board—made up of elected ofﬁcials, mem-
bers of community organizations, and industry executives—to gain ac-
cess to employers (Chapple et al. 2000). Some local governments, such 
as the cities of Berkeley and Portland, use “ﬁrst source hiring” strate-
gies to bring employment opportunities to disadvantaged workers. They 
negotiate with businesses for access to job opportunities in exchange 
for development incentives (such as loans and tax abatements) (Molina 
1998). Some organizations use sectoral strategies to target training at a 
cluster of jobs and employers in growth occupations and industries in 
the region (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2000). Others target IT jobs spe-
ciﬁcally. (Project Quest, a successful training program in San Antonio 
created by the Industrial Areas Foundation and two CBOs, focuses on 
specialized occupations in environmental technologies, ﬁnancial ser-
vices, and health care [Lautsch and Osterman 1998].) To achieve a nar-
row focus, some organizations conduct analyses of growth industries 
using labor market data on the region, and some hire job developers 
to directly approach ﬁrms to discuss the beneﬁts of involvement with 
external training organizations (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2000).
Employer involvement is also uneven. Larger ﬁrms and ﬁrms with 
more resources are much more likely to participate than smaller and 
resource-poor ﬁrms, in part because of economies of scale: the former 
usually have personnel or expertise available to help facilitate their 
participation in external training programs (U.S. Department of Labor 
1996). In addition, ﬁrms with unmet labor needs are much more likely 
to participate than those with fewer labor supply problems, for obvious 
reasons (Holzer 1999). Tucker Technology, a national, minority-owned 
telecommunications installation and maintenance company based in 
Oakland, California, faced severe labor shortages as a result of the ex-
plosive growth in fax machines, cellular phones, and Internet hook-
ups. To satisfy its labor needs, the company formed links with CBOs 
throughout the country. They in turn designed and customized telecom-
munications installation training curricula for low-income community 
participants (Caggiano 1999).
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Relevant and Timely Skills Training
Given the pace at which required skills and tasks in IT jobs change, 
relevant and timely skills training seems mandatory to successfully 
place and keep low-skill workers in IT jobs. But actual training in rel-
evant skills has been absent from previous employment and training 
models, especially those that follow work ﬁrst strategies. In large part, 
employer involvement in training will help agencies ﬁll this absence and 
accomplish relevant and timely training. Another way to accomplish it 
is to contract with other agencies that have track records of successfully 
training workers in relevant skills. In the Casey Foundation’s St. Louis 
Jobs Initiative, the Better Family Life (BFL) organization, which was 
responsible for coordinating training efforts as part of this initiative, 
asked St. Louis Community College to conduct its training because of 
the college’s success at leading training in the past and its larger fa-
cilities and better equipment. This led to the creation of WorkLink, a 
program whereby BFL concentrates on soft skill and other pre-employ-
ment training while the community college trains the hard skill set (An-
nie E. Casey Foundation 2000).
The establishment of standardized curricula for various skill sets 
is another way to effectively train workers in relevant skills. Mature 
occupations are usually deﬁned by skills standards, which are used to 
establish consistent information about the set of skills required for a 
particular job. The National Skills Standards Board deﬁnes these stan-
dards as “performance speciﬁcations that identify the knowledge, skills 
and abilities an individual needs to succeed in the workplace” (North-
west Center for Emerging Technologies 1999, p. 4). Hence, standards 
allow employers, trainers, and educational institutes to determine the 
exact skill requirements of jobs. Once established, standards allow 
job trainers to develop curricula to train workers in speciﬁc skills, and 
by deﬁnition such training should produce somewhat consistent skill 
outcomes across different training sites. This consistency of training 
allows programs to certify their program graduates, which plays two 
roles: it provides employers certainty about the bundle of skills that the 
potential worker possesses, and it also provides the potential worker 
with a marketable credential.
Job trainers in IT need to become familiar with IT skill standards, 
and standards must be updated regularly to keep up with the rapidly 
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changing skill requirements of IT professions. There are a number of 
organizations that are establishing these standards. A national leader 
in creating standards in IT is the Northwest Center for Emerging Tech-
nologies (NWCET). Many institutions offer general or vendor-speciﬁc 
programs that lead to certiﬁcation in an array of IT skills. For example, 
the Computer Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) offers a 
program on computer repair and maintenance that leads to an A+ cer-
tiﬁcation. It has trained nearly 180,000 workers worldwide (CompTIA 
1999).
The timing of skills training also matters to success. The literature 
indicates that training in hard as well as soft skills before job placement 
produces the greatest positive effect on job retention. San Francisco 
Works found that instruction in hard skills such as computer training 
for jobs in the ﬁnancial and banking sector before employment or in-
ternship placements produced longer job retention rates for participants 
than when it occurred simultaneously with work (Bliss 2000). Presum-
ably, training before placement led to greater familiarity with the com-
puter skills and components, which in turn fostered greater conﬁdence 
and ability on the subsequent job. This lesson contrasts sharply with the 
philosophy of work ﬁrst, which attempts to move participants quickly 
into jobs and to rely on on-the-job training and job experience to train 
them.
Mixed Approach to Training
Work ﬁrst employment programs clearly show that assistance in 
job search and training in workplace norms and customs is an impor-
tant component of training, particularly for those participants who have 
been out of the labor force for long periods of time. A 1995 study by the 
U.S. Department of Labor (USDOL) indicates that successful training 
programs are ones that include soft skills training in addition to job-
speciﬁc hard skills. The Casey Foundation’s New Orleans Jobs Initia-
tive (NOJI) has followed this strategy and gotten positive preliminary 
program results. Participants receive technical skills training and pre-
employment and soft skills training, which teaches workplace codes 
(Annie E. Casey Foundation 2000). Welfare-to-Work programs such as 
Riverside’s GAIN program, Florida’s Family Transition Program and 
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the Baltimore Options program also follow this balanced approach with 
signs of success (Strawn 1998). 
Community Colleges: Flexibility and Responsiveness
Partnerships with community colleges will be increasingly impor-
tant in workforce development, particularly in IT jobs. Community col-
leges have more capacity and resources than smaller job training sites 
or CBOs, which have traditionally served the disadvantaged. In fact, 
under the WIA there are great incentives for community colleges to 
play this role. To what extent they do so will be determined by a number 
of factors. It will depend on how far such institutions succeed in stream-
lining their policies and procedures with regard to changes in curricula, 
programs, and degrees or certiﬁcates; in increasing their funding base 
for training equipment; in connecting with industry to determine the 
appropriate and skill sets for which they should train; and in reaching 
out to CBOs to increase their potential client or student base (Lerman, 
Riegg, and Salzman 2000; Brewer and Gray 1997; Grubb 1996).
Community colleges can also play a big role in providing hard skills 
training for IT jobs. However, in order for this to occur, changes must 
be made both at the administrative level to streamline the bureaucratic 
process and bolster funding, and at the practical level by reaching out 
to industry. For example, NOJI is a collaboration of CBOs (such as 
the Citywide Tenement Group and All Congregations Together, a faith-
based group), a local community college, businesses, and foundations. 
The community college is responsible for the technical skills training. 
To design the best training curriculum, the college worked closely with 
employers to determine industry standards. In addition, NOJI convinced 
policymakers and community college administrators to invest $65,000 
in state-of-the-art machinery for its enrollees to use in training (Annie 
E. Casey Foundation 2000). These changes in responsiveness by the 
administration at the community college are illustrative of the kind of 
ﬂexibility colleges must exhibit in order to make themselves part of the 
engine of economic growth in local economies. 
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Networking and Collaboration among Training Providers
No single organization usually has the internal capacity (size, re-
sources, equipment, facilities, access to clients, and expertise) to com-
plete the training process from beginning to end; thus, collaboration is 
necessary for success. Even when organizations appear to be encroach-
ing on one another’s “territory,” either in geographic or program areas; 
collaboration may be effective (Harrison and Weiss 1998).
There are a number of examples that illustrate this. In both the St. 
Louis and the New Orleans jobs initiatives, CBOs and community col-
leges partner to accomplish their training goals. In both cases, com-
munity colleges conduct the hard skills training because oftentimes 
the CBOs do not have the expertise, the capacity or the resources and 
equipment to conduct the training themselves. However, the commu-
nity colleges gain from these partnerships as well. They beneﬁt from 
the additional participants referred to them from these CBOs, which 
usually have deep roots in disadvantaged communities, and from the 
additional soft skill training that CBOs conduct (Annie E. Casey Foun-
dation 2000).
Such partnerships are also likely to beneﬁt community technology 
centers (CTCs). Many CTCs are publicly funded organizations designed 
to close the digital divide by making computers and the Internet acces-
sible to individuals in low-income and minority communities. Although 
their primary purpose is to provide access to technology, many CTCs, 
such as the Community Technology and Training Centers (CTTC) in 
Austin, Texas, are moving into more formal technical training for IT 
jobs (Chapple et al. 2000). To do this, they are partnering with larger 
training institutions, such as community colleges, because of their size 
and expertise. As these programs evolve, and as their training goals 
grow to include soft skills training, many CTCs presumably will look to 
partner with CBOs that have expertise in conducting such training.
These evolutions suggest the need for more regionally based coordi-
nating agencies, which can facilitate networking and partnering among 
workforce development institutions. For example, Workplace Incorpo-
rated provides workforce development by coordinating job training, 
employment, and education services in the Bridgeport-Stamford region 
of Connecticut. It brings together community colleges, technical insti-
tutes and CBOs to train workers in computer repair and in computer-re-
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lated design and drafting (U.S. Department of Commerce 1999a). Some 
CBOs are also playing this role, though perhaps not explicitly. The 
New Community Corporation in Newark, New Jersey, one of the larg-
est community development corporations in the United States, brings 
together a variety of interests including corporate, education, and trade 
union representatives from throughout the region who help one another 
accomplish their employment and training goals (Harrison and Weiss 
1998). 
Post-Employment Assistance
Post-employment assistance can help participants learn new skills 
quickly and continuously, so as to keep pace with the rapid changes in 
task requirements in IT jobs. Post-employment programs can be located 
either at the worksite or at an external training institution. Research 
indicates that such programs are particularly effective when developed 
in conjunction with employers and that they are sensitive to speciﬁc 
workplace dynamics (Bliss 2000). In post-employment assistance, 
whether it takes the form of on-the-job training or formal apprentice-
ship programs, employers provide continued instruction in job skills. 
The Cooperative Health Care Network offers both in-service training 
and career upgrading programs to its graduates, with the objective of 
strengthening or updating skills for the current job or facilitating career 
advancement (Strawn 1998).
Post-employment assistance is most effective when it addresses the 
entire range of issues that confront disadvantaged workers. Indeed, this 
form of assistance is particularly important for reducing absenteeism 
and increasing job retention. Recent research indicates that 64 percent 
of the absenteeism problems of welfare recipients stem from child care 
and transportation problems (Holzer and Stoll 2001). To address these 
kinds of issues, the Chicago Commons Employment and Training Cen-
ter provides comprehensive on-site support services, transportation as-
sistance, and child care for its program graduates (Strawn 1998).
Another post-employment service some programs offer is the pro-
vision of mentors. Mentors give program graduates a point of contact 
for raising concerns, seeking advice, asking questions, and resolving 
conﬂicts at work. Though no studies have been conducted to assess 
whether such programs improve job retention and mobility, anecdotal 
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evidence from San Francisco Works strongly suggests that such an ap-
proach is effective at lengthening participants’ job tenure (Bliss 2000). 
One strategy is to use senior program graduates as mentors for recent 
graduates. In the St. Louis Jobs Initiative, program graduates who have 
stayed in a job for at least six months are asked to become program 
alumni, which entails assuming mentoring responsibility for current 
or recent program graduates (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2000). Some 
programs approach personnel in ﬁrms where graduates are placed and 
ask them to become mentors to the graduates. Many of the businesses 
that partnered with San Francisco Works matched employee volunteer 
mentors with San Francisco Works’ program graduates.
CONCLUSION
The growth in demand for IT workers and the rise of innovative 
workforce development practices suggests there is great hope that new 
training institutions can play a large role in linking low-skill disadvan-
taged workers to IT jobs. But the rising and changing skill requirements 
of IT jobs present challenges in doing so.
This analysis reveals a number of lessons for workforce develop-
ment practice. To be successful at placing low-skill workers in IT jobs, 
workforce development institutions must ﬁrst move away from inef-
fective employment training models. Neither basic education training 
programs, which are disconnected from employers and lack relevant 
skill training, nor work ﬁrst models, which move workers quickly to 
work without skills training, are likely to work in this new, skills-driven 
economy. Instead, workforce development institutions must become 
more focused on a mixed training approach that blends hard and soft 
skills. But in order to do so effectively, such institutions must be able 
to identify relevant jobs and skills in the IT sector for which they can 
realistically and effectively train low-skill workers. And, to the extent 
possible, they must include lifelong learning components to continu-
ously upgrade the skills of participants. They must also be sufﬁciently 
connected to the IT sector to gain information quickly about the chang-
ing skills required for jobs and adapt in a reasonable amount of time to 
satisfy those new skill demands.
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Likewise, workforce development systems must be dynamic and 
ﬂexible in order to quickly respond to technology and changing skill 
characteristics of IT jobs. This includes adopting innovative practices 
such as establishing employer links, providing relevant and timely skills 
training, using a mixed approach to training, strategically networking 
with other training institutions, and instituting post-employment as-
sistance. To the extent that institutions can bring about these changes, 
they should have success at continuing their mission of providing labor 
market opportunities for low-skill workers and should become key and 
valued players in the IT sector.
There is great hope that such practices can be promoted and in-
stituted on a national scale under WIA. When it replaced JTPA as the 
main federal policy guiding workforce development, it mandated inte-
gration of national and state job training programs, reduced the number 
of funding streams from 70 to 3, and consolidated a patchwork of some 
60 federal job training programs that had been generated over the past 
six decades. WIA is an ambitious attempt to rewrite and make sense of 
a wide variety of federal job training programs. In concept, it provides 
considerable ﬂexibility in the provision of training services by creating 
a set of performance standards and by providing opportunities for train-
ers to understand the needs of industry in the local labor market. Such 
policy and program characteristics hold promise, since they promote 
ﬂexibility and industry responsiveness. To what extent that promise can 
be realized under WIA would seem to depend on WIA’s  capacity to 
do three things: avoid undue inﬂuence by work ﬁrst training models, 
obtain sufﬁcient federal and state funding for training providers to offer 
relevant skills training, and foster a sharing of information and resourc-
es between business and training providers. Successful models exist to 
point the way.
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Notes
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 1.  The term workforce development is used to describe those public policies (such 
as contained in the federal government’s Job Training and Partnership Act) and 
nonproﬁt institutions (such as community-based organizations, other not-for-
proﬁts, and community colleges) that aim to improve the skills and therefore the 
labor market outcomes of disadvantaged workers in the United States, includ-
ing the less educated, welfare recipients, dislocated workers, and disadvantaged 
youth. Although much of the coordination of workforce development has histori-
cally emanated from the federal government, increasingly state and local govern-
ments and private foundations, among others, are helping to shape workforce 
development in the United States. 
 2.  Reports from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2000) 
and the U.S. Department of Labor (1999) also conﬁrm this trend. In fact, the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development estimates that in the largest 101 
metropolitan areas in the United States from 1992 to 1997, high-tech jobs grew 
at a much faster pace (31.2 percent) than overall job growth (13.6 percent).
 3.  This estimate compares favorably to earlier studies of more limited IT occu-
pations, which indicate that about 346,000 vacancies are anticipated, using a 
sample of for-proﬁt companies with more than 100 employees (ITAA 1998).
 4.  This estimate of the percentage of jobs in the general economy that require a 
college degree is fairly consistent with recent data from other representative em-
ployer surveys, which show that about 20 percent of all jobs in the economy 
require at least a college degree (see Holzer 1996).
 5. Both studies rely on Current Population Survey data from the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, collected in response to the same survey question.
 6. This widening gap occurred even though computer ownership by African Ameri-
cans grew at a faster rate, more than doubling from 10.3 percent in 1994 to 23.2 
percent in 1998. Ownership among whites grew from 27.1 to 46.6 percent during 
that period.
 7.  The division of workforce development models into basic education and work 
ﬁrst has also been noted in other studies (see, for example, Strawn 1998; U.S. 
Department of Labor 1995; Grubb 1995). 
 8.  These ideas were in part inﬂuenced by the development of human capital theory 
in economics (see, for example, Becker [1964] for a discussion of these ideas).
 9.  In reviewing this literature, a broad base of training organizations was examined. 
It included, among others, CBOs, community technology centers, community 
colleges, and public and private initiatives and training intermediaries. This dis-
cussion highlights a number of promising practices. However, the coverage of 
these practices should not be viewed as exhaustive, but rather as representative 
of some of the more important practices that are likely to be particularly useful 
to agencies as they train workers for the dynamic IT sector. Moreover, these 
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practices should not be viewed as mutually exclusive: some practices may serve 
dual purposes, and many organizations incorporate more than one practice into 
their training programs and strategies. 
 10.  Employers spend a nontrivial amount of money to keep any one low-skill job 
ﬁlled, particularly when one factors in the high turnover rates that are charac-
teristic of these jobs. Research indicates that employers’ search costs for low 
to semiskilled workers average between $300 and $1,500, depending on how 
difﬁcult it is to ﬁnd appropriate labor, and that training costs for these workers 
range from $700 to $3,000, depending on the type of training required (Frazis et 
al. 1998; Bishop 1994). 
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Community Technology Centers
Training Disadvantaged Workers 
for Information Technology Jobs1
Lisa J. Servon
New School University
Information technology (IT) has wrought fundamental changes 
throughout society. IT has been instrumental in the shift from an indus-
trial age to a network age. We now live in a society in which the pro-
duction, acquisition, and ﬂow of knowledge drive the economy and in 
which global information networks represent key infrastructure. These 
changes have had a profound effect on the labor market; workforce de-
velopment intersects in important ways with the digital divide. Workers 
who do not have IT skills have access to much less opportunity in the 
labor market than those who do. Importantly, the area of workforce 
development allows for relatively straightforward intervention. This 
chapter focuses on the labor market for IT workers and how innova-
tive programs and policies can be used to beneﬁt both employers, who 
cannot ﬁll available jobs, and disadvantaged workers, who cannot ﬁnd 
good jobs. The focus here is primarily on entry-level IT jobs and work-
ers because of this book’s overarching concern for disadvantaged work-
ers. “Disadvantaged” refers to those workers who have been largely 
detached from the labor force, who lack requisite skills, who may face 
discrimination in the labor market, and who are currently unemployed 
or employed in jobs that fail to pay a living wage.
This chapter makes two primary arguments. The ﬁrst is that the 
shift to an information-driven economy involves a concomitant shift in 
the perception of workforce development activity. Rather than viewing 
these programs as social welfare—which is how they have tradition-
ally been viewed—we must now see them as legitimate components of 
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larger economic development strategies. The second is that the current 
economy—in which there is a high demand for entry-level IT work-
ers—presents a unique opportunity for moving disadvantaged people 
into good jobs. IT jobs tend to be good jobs. Many require less than two 
years of training and, as the economy continues to shift in ways that 
require more IT skills from workers, these opportunities will continue 
to open up.
ECONOMIC SHIFTS AND THE IT LABOR MARKET
The shift from a manufacturing to a service and information-based 
economy has been described in great detail elsewhere; this section 
touches only on the issues most relevant to this chapter (Castells 1996; 
Bluestone and Harrison 1982). First, information plays a different and 
larger role in the current economy than in previous economic incarna-
tions—information is now both a product of the new economy and an 
increasingly important input to production processes (Castells 1996). 
These structural shifts in the economy have impacted the sectoral com-
position of regions and the way in which production processes are orga-
nized across space. Regions that were dominant in manufacturing have 
declined unless they have been able to remake themselves.2 New cities 
and regions in which IT plays a large role—Silicon Valley, Seattle, and 
Austin, for example—have grown substantially and have become lead-
ers in the new economy. Internationally, a few cities—New York, Lon-
don, and Tokyo—have achieved an uber-status as megacities (Sassen 
1991). And less developed countries have become important as places 
in which to locate parts of the production process that can beneﬁt from 
low-skilled labor and loose environmental regulations.
How have these changes affected the labor market in terms of en-
try-level jobs? The effects can be described in terms of a “skills mis-
match” and a “spatial mismatch” (Servon and Nelson 1999). First, there 
has been a signiﬁcant decrease in the availability of low-skilled, stable 
manufacturing jobs. These jobs used to offer relatively dependable 
work at living wages and with beneﬁts. The shift from a manufactur-
ing to a more service-oriented economy has changed the kinds of jobs 
available. Low-end service sector jobs tend to be lower quality jobs: 
they are often unstable or temporary, pay low wages, and offer few if 
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any beneﬁts. Although many cities have carved out new roles as ser-
vice centers, the service sector tends to be highly polarized in occupa-
tion and wage structure between skilled and unskilled workers (Blue-
stone and Harrison 1982; Sassen 1991). As a result, the shift away from 
manufacturing has tended to beneﬁt college-educated professionals and 
high-end service workers (Kasarda 1985). Many inner-city residents 
displaced by structural changes in the economy have found new jobs 
in the service sector, but these jobs tend to be low-wage, unstable, and 
without beneﬁts. “As a result” Atkinson says, “cities face the challenge 
of bridging a growing gap between the skills required for employment 
in advanced services concentrated in urban cores and the limited skills 
that many entry-level big city residents bring to the job market” (Atkin-
son 1998, pp. 157–158). As technological literacy is added to the skill 
set needed to join the information economy, IT exacerbates the skills 
mismatch between higher end jobs in central cities and the low-skilled 
urban labor force living there (Atkinson 1998). Even low skilled tasks 
require proﬁciency in the use of telephones, fax machines, and com-
puter equipment (U.S. Department of Commerce 1999). The result is 
that inequality persists, and many jobs in IT ﬁelds go unﬁlled.
The spatial mismatch has to do with economic and spatial restruc-
turing that has resulted in a loss of stable, well-paid employment op-
portunities for urban residents. Advances in IT have lessened locational 
constraints, enabling ﬁrms offering low-skill jobs, particularly in manu-
facturing and routine services, to leave the inner city for the suburbs 
and, in some cases, overseas locations where production costs are low-
er. Meanwhile, segregation and discrimination have prohibited the poor 
and minority populations from following these jobs to the periphery, 
creating a spatial mismatch between low-income urban residents and 
employment opportunities (Teitz and Chapple 1998). IT will likely fa-
cilitate the further decentralization of economic activity, heightening 
the spatial mismatch, particularly as teleworking becomes more com-
mon and ﬁrms develop new ways of transmitting producer and personal 
services electronically (Graham and Marvin 1996). Some fear that the 
continued reconﬁguration of spatial patterns, made possible by IT, will 
further cluster the afﬂuent while leaving the poor trapped in places with 
few good jobs and services (Mitchell 1999).
The rise of the IT sector, however, has opened a unique window 
of opportunity. The Information Technology Association of America 
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(ITAA) estimates that the demand for IT workers in 2002 was 1,148,639, 
and that 578,711 of these positions would go unﬁlled. Many of these po-
sitions are entry level. For example, technical support people, who con-
stitute 18 percent of the IT workforce (and who are entry level workers) 
are the most in demand, making up one quarter of all new positions in 
the ﬁeld (ITAA 2001, 2002). These are relatively good jobs. According 
to a recent report issued by the U.S. Department of Labor (USDOL), 
“real average wages in the high-tech industries increased 19 percent 
since 1990, compared to a 5 percent average increase for the private 
sector as a whole. The average high-tech job pays 78 percent more than 
the average non-high-tech job—$53,000, compared to $30,000” (US-
DOL 1999, p. 3). 
Many jobs experiencing high growth do not require a four-year 
college education. Harrison and Weiss cite research showing that for 
the period from 1992 to 2005, “only one of eight higher than average 
growth occupations will require a college degree, whereas fully two-
thirds will require no more than a high school diploma” (1998, p. 10). A 
1999 study put out by USDOL found that the majority of jobs currently 
being created require less than an associate’s degree but often require 
other skills (USDOL 1999, p. 5). According to the USDOL researchers, 
“the alleged disappearance of low-skilled job opportunities in America 
has been exaggerated. There is, and will continue to be, considerable 
room in the economy for workers with modest formal schooling” (Har-
rison and Weiss 1998, p. 10).
Although not all of these high growth jobs are in IT or in well-pay-
ing sectors, many entry-level IT jobs also require less than a four-year 
college degree. At the same time, entry-level IT jobs do require speciﬁc 
skills, and the rapidly changing nature of the IT economy requires that 
IT workers continually upgrade their skills. 
Furthermore, if we look at other occupational sectors we see that 
technology literacy is now viewed as part of the bundle of skills a worker 
must bring to the workforce. The Economic Policy Institute found that 
attainment of computer skills “tends to widen pay differences between 
educational groups more so than in the past” (Civille 1995, p. 202). In 
this new economy, “good jobs require analytical research skills, not sim-
ply the ability to read and write and follow instructions” (Civille 1995, 
p. 202). The Secretary of Labor’s Commission on Acquiring Necessary 
Skills (SCANS) outlines the following set of ﬁve competencies for the 
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high performance worker: using resources, dealing with interpersonal 
relationships, working with information, working with systems, and 
working with technology” (Civille 1995, p. 203).
THE DEMAND FOR IT WORKERS
The ITAA estimated that approximately 9.9 million people consti-
tuted the IT workforce in 2002, a 5 percent reduction from 2001 (ITAA 
2001, 2002). The demand for IT workers has been experienced ﬁrst in 
cities such as Seattle, Austin, Boston, and San Francisco, which have 
economies that are heavily dependent on technology industries. IT cor-
porations deciding where to locate a new facility weight the quality 
of the workforce heavily in their decision matrices. For example, in a 
recent survey of industry leaders in San Francisco’s Multimedia Gulch, 
access to “a qualiﬁed labor pool” was cited as the most important rea-
son to locate in San Francisco. The multimedia industry’s demand for a 
mix of technical and creative talent induces ﬁrms to locate in that city, 
even though the cost of doing business would be signiﬁcantly lower in 
other areas. However, although survey participants stated that access to 
a qualiﬁed labor pool was the reason for doing business in San Fran-
cisco, these same ﬁrms still found it challenging to ﬁnd qualiﬁed staff 
(including entry level employees). 
But the demand for workers with IT skills is not isolated to tra-
ditional IT industries. Given the transformation of business practices 
that information technologies have brought about, universities, banks, 
hotels, and insurance corporations all need technical support workers, 
management information systems (MIS) managers, and system admin-
istrators. According to ITAA, of the 1,148,000 IT workers needed in 
2002, 826,000, or 72 percent, were needed by non-IT companies. Non-
IT companies are the largest employer of the IT workforce and have 
the highest unmet demand for skilled IT workers (ITAA 2001, 2002). 
A report issued by the Council on Competitiveness cites a 1997 survey 
in which nearly 70 percent of CEOs identiﬁed the skills shortage as 
the number one barrier to growth (Congressional Commission 2000). 
Non-IT ﬁrms also account for the majority of new demand for IT work-
ers (ITAA 2001, p. 12). A 2000 survey conducted by the Employment 
Policy Foundation found that one-third of polled businesses said they 
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would move operations overseas if qualiﬁed workers were not available 
in the United States.3 The shortage of IT workers has spread from cities 
with economies heavily dependent on IT to other regions. Table 7.1 il-
lustrates the gap in demand for IT workers by job category.
Interestingly, ITAA’s estimates of the demand gap in IT workers are 
up from a year ago but still down from 2000 ﬁgures. The changes in 
demand, depicted in Table 7.1, reﬂect the corrections in the market that 
have been occurring over the past few years. 
Industry spokespeople, like investors, were overly optimistic about 
the growth potential of very thin ﬁrms.4 The drop in demand should be 
thought of as a correction, not as the beginning of a long-term decline 
in demand for workers with IT skills. An upward trend in this demand 
will likely continue (Foster-Bey, Rawlings, and Turner 2000). Although 
this sizable change clearly demands closer analysis, the fact remains 
that demand for IT workers is very strong and the gap is signiﬁcant. 
The continued need for IT workers is evidence that a fundamental shift 
in the type of work being performed across sectors is under way (ITAA 
2000, p. 11). Programs to train disadvantaged workers for IT jobs, then, 
need not be thought of as social welfare, but rather as a way to fuel an 
economy hungry for skilled workers. According to Bruce Bernstein, 
president of the New York Software Industry Association (NYSIA), the 
                 All companies w/ 50+ employees
                IT career cluster Demand Gap
Technical support 218,238 107,624
Database development/administration 110,104 46,166
Programming/software engineer 134,637 69,292
Web development/administration 120,982 56,957
Network design/administration 186,613 85,534
Technical writing 17,461 8,526
Enterprise systems 75,177 32,026
Other 26,437 13,362
Digital media 11,940 5,871
Total 901,589 425,358
SOURCE: ITAA (2001).
Table 7.1  IT Demand Gap, by Job Category
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need to train low-skilled workers for available jobs is “an economic 
necessity, not a social prerogative.” This shift in thinking is important. 
The perception of workforce development programs—especially those 
that target public assistance recipients—is often that they are in essence 
social work rather than economic development. Framing the issue as an 
economic development issue rather than strictly as a social welfare one 
is more likely to generate bipartisan support in the public sector as well 
as key backing from the private sector. 
The demand for IT workers is likely to increase as the new mode 
of production continues to be absorbed and assimilated across institu-
tions and industries (Meares and Sargent 1999). According to Castells, 
“the generalization of knowledge-based production and management to 
the whole realm of economic processes on a global scale requires fun-
damental social, cultural, and institutional transformations that, if the 
historical record of other technological revolutions is considered, will 
take some time” (Castells 1996, p. 91). As this process of transforma-
tion continues, the demand for workers with IT skills will only grow. A 
Department of Commerce report projects that by 2006 nearly half of all 
workers will be employed in industries that produce or intensively use 
information technology, products, and services (USDOL 1999, p. 60). 
WHAT IS DIFFERENT ABOUT THE IT LABOR MARKET?
Classifying IT workers
Attempting to deﬁne and describe the IT labor market is challeng-
ing given the diversity of ways in which digital technologies are uti-
lized. The most narrow deﬁnition of the IT labor market would include 
only “core” IT occupations: computer scientists, computer engineers, 
systems analysts, and computer programmers. These professions con-
stitute the high end of the IT labor market. Core IT jobs require the most 
education and skills and pay the most. Workers with these skills are in 
greatest demand.
This narrow deﬁnition of the IT labor market fails to reﬂect the fact 
that as the economy becomes more digitized, virtually all occupations 
involve some use of information technologies. Although this paper will 
not discuss the way in which traditional sectors of the economy (ad-
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ministrative, retail sales, etc.) have been transformed by the adoption of 
information technologies, it is important to note that the IT labor market 
is much broader than core IT occupations. There is a large gray area be-
tween computer scientists and salespeople who use computers, and this 
gray area is occupied by a broad range of emerging IT occupations.
Recognizing the breadth of IT-related occupations, the Northwest 
Center for Emerging Technologies (NWCET) has developed eight ca-
reer clusters that both expand the frame to include a larger universe of 
IT jobs and make more precise distinctions between types of IT work. 
The NWCET clusters enable a ﬁner-grained approach to research and 
program design for IT-based workforce development. Using these eight 
IT career clusters can help provide better answers to key questions such 
as these: What IT jobs are most in demand? What skills are required 
to perform these jobs? What are the best methods for providing and 
acquiring these skills? (ITAA 2000, p. 8)
According to the ITAA, the former, narrower scope, which is still 
used by other research organizations, misses “the dramatic impact that 
the Internet, e-commerce and other inﬂuences have had on the nature of 
jobs and work.” The NWCET job categories are as follows:
Database Development and Administration. This is the creation 
and management of structures, tools, forms and reports that help com-
panies understand their data. Work functions include needs analysis, 
database design, testing, and maintenance. 
Digital Media. This is the process of bringing sound, video, graph-
ics, animation, and text together to create digital media products. De-
livery platforms include Web sites, videos, computer games, and CDs. 
Work functions include needs analysis, visual and functional design, 
media production and acquisition, and design implementation and test-
ing.
Enterprise Systems Analysis and Integration. This is the integra-
tion of complex and numerous information technology systems to cre-
ate comprehensive customer solutions. Work functions include deﬁn-
ing customer requirements, determining systems solutions, providing 
strategic direction for systems conﬁguration, managing technology, and 
implementing enterprise-wide systems.
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Network Design and Administration. This entails the develop-
ment of networks that connect users to computer systems via cable, 
ﬁber optics, and wireless communications. Work functions include de-
sign and analysis, conﬁguration and implementation, and the testing, 
administering, monitoring, and management of networks.
Programming and Software Engineering. This involves the 
translation of business problems into codes a computer can understand 
through the use of various programming languages. Work functions in-
clude analyzing needs, developing structures, designing, developing, 
implementing, and testing computer programs.
Technical Support. This involves assisting customers in diagnos-
ing and correcting computer systems problems. Work functions include 
troubleshooting, customer service, hardware and software installation, 
conﬁguration, upgrades, and systems maintenance and monitoring.
Technical Writing. This encompasses documenting, explaining, 
translating, and interpreting technical information for a variety of audi-
ences. Work functions include writing, editing, and publishing of tech-
nical documents for products, product training, internal systems, Web-
based training, and more. 
Web Development and Administration. The creation, mainte-
nance, and development of Web sites. Work functions include content 
and technical analysis; development, implementation, and maintenance 
of Web applications and site design; and management of Web environ-
ments and enterprise-wide Web activities (NWCET 1999). 
What Is an Entry-Level IT Worker?
An important aspect of the IT labor market has to do with chang-
ing requirements for entry-level jobs. As the technology required to do 
particular jobs becomes less complicated and as institutions other than 
four-year colleges increasingly demonstrate an ability to train people 
for these jobs, employers have changed or decreased what is required 
to obtain a job. For example, Chapple and Zook describe the process by 
which particular occupations, such as computer support specialist and 
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Web developer, have matured to the point that skill levels required for 
entry-level positions have been reduced (Chapple and Zook 2000).
The shortage of IT workers has clearly played some role in these 
shifts as well. Employers are willing to lower their requirements when 
they are desperate for workers. As these jobs become more institution-
alized, it becomes easier to ﬁgure out how to train people for them. 
At the same time, even entry-level IT workers require some train-
ing. The term “entry level” is used here to refer to those jobs that require 
a two-year associate’s degree or less. The focus here is on jobs that 
disadvantaged workers could be moved into in a relatively short time, 
and relatively inexpensively.
The Education/Skills Distinction
The current economy clearly demands more and different skills 
from workers than did the manufacturing-driven economy. Qualiﬁca-
tions for many IT jobs are measured not in terms of postsecondary de-
grees but rather in terms of speciﬁc skills and abilities. The distinction 
between skills and education has become more important (NWCET 
1999). A skilled worker in 1950 was unlikely to require additional train-
ing throughout his career. Today, the skilled IT worker must constantly 
upgrade her skills in order to remain productive. Lifelong learning has 
become the norm, yet an infrastructure of policies and programs to sup-
port this norm is lacking.
Workers in many emerging occupations require speciﬁc training, 
but they do not necessarily need higher education. Although the three 
occupations projected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics to grow most 
quickly between 1996 and 2006 all require at least a bachelor’s degree, 
many new IT jobs require less in the way of degrees (USDOL 1999, p. 
20). Table 7.2 illustrates the salaries and training requirements for sev-
eral emerging IT positions that demand two years or less of training.
According to several recent studies, hiring managers overwhelm-
ingly focus on capability rather than on formal qualiﬁcations like de-
grees or certiﬁcations (Chapple and Zook 2000; ITAA 2000; Harri-
son and Weiss 1998). ITAA’s survey of employers found that “a good 
knowledge base in relevant areas came out as the single most important 
high level qualiﬁcation (62 percent), followed by hands-on experience 
(47 percent)” (ITAA 2000, p. 19). Responses of hiring managers to 
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Table 7.2  IT Salary and Training for Emerging IT Occupations
            Salary                  Training 
Emerging occupation Beginning ($) Experienced ($) Credential Avg. time Avg. cost ($)
Telecommunications installer 7–15/hr 15–22/hr Certiﬁcate 9 months 400
Technical writera 12–33/hr 20–65/hr Certiﬁcate 1 year 200
Technical support rep. 8–15/hr 12–35/hr AS degree 2 years 720
PC technician 8–18/hr 12–35/hr Certiﬁcate 2 semesters 300
Network administrator 15–20/hr 18–35/hr AS degree 2 years 720
Network technician 10–24/hr 11–35/hr Certiﬁcate 1 year 200
Computer programmer 12–31/hr 20–60/hr Certiﬁcate 3 semesters 250
Web designera 12–40/hr 25–115/hr Courses 4 months 400
Webmastera 10–20/hr 15–40/hr Certiﬁcate 3–9 months 300
a Indicates high-demand occupation. 
SOURCE: 21st Century Workforce Commission (2000).
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the ITAA survey indicate that “many routes lead to in-demand IT skill 
levels” (ITAA 2000, p. 18). Harrison and Weiss cite research showing 
that “what employers say they want is people with better, more reli-
able schooling in job-relevant skills, not necessarily people with more 
schooling, per se.”5 An important characteristic of the new economy is 
its ability to take on workers who have technical proﬁciency and com-
puter skills regardless of whether they have formal degrees (Chapple 
and Zook 2000; Moss and Townsend 1999). 
At the same time, employers responding to the ITAA survey ex-
pressed a preference for candidates with degrees from four-year col-
leges. Murnane and Levy (1996) suggest that employers tend to view a 
bachelor’s degree as a warranty for “a set of advanced academic skills, 
a strong work ethic, and general analytical and teamwork skills required 
in the workplace” (21st Century Workforce Commission 2000, p. 50). 
Although employers responding to the ITAA survey preferred candi-
dates with a four-year college degree, they also saw the value of shorter-
term, targeted skills training. For example, some community colleges 
and community-based training programs can deliver applicants with 
solid skill packages in a relatively short amount of time. However, the 
extent to which employers will accept applicants coming through such 
community-oriented training systems remains to be seen.
IT Job Ladders
Just as there are multiple entry points into IT jobs, there are also 
multiple tracks within the IT sector. The traditional concept of a job 
ladder may not be as applicable in the information economy as it was in 
the manufacturing economy. The Center for an Urban Future (2000) de-
clared that “the days of the gold watch are over: The average person can 
now expect to change jobs many times during the course of his or her 
life. Yet the current job training system doesn’t serve the average person 
at all” (p. 4). At the same time, some training programs that focus on 
IT have identiﬁed routes leading from entry-level jobs to higher-pay-
ing, more advanced jobs. Patterns of advancement in IT careers differ 
for people working in IT versus non-IT ﬁrms. Workforce development 
institutions are beginning to play an important role in such patterns by 
identifying “entry-level occupations that pay well, offer opportunities 
for advancement, and require only short-term training” (Chapple and 
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Zook 2000, p. 5). Also, whereas traditional career ladders were set 
within a single ﬁrm, IT ladders can rely on a mix of ﬁrms and other 
organizations with, for example, a worker coming back to a training 
program between positions in order to acquire additional skills.
MOVING WORKERS INTO JOBS
The IT sector is characterized by rapid change. This rapid change 
carries with it three primary implications. First, workforce development 
programs must be responsive to industry needs and constantly update 
curricula to provide the skills demanded by employers.6 Second, the 
traditional concept of job ladders is called into question. Within the IT 
sector, many more people move from job to job quickly, which also 
makes traditional measures of job training effectiveness, such as job 
retention, potentially less appropriate. Obtaining and keeping a job for 
a long time is not necessarily a good measure of whether a job train-
ing program works. And third, workers must become lifelong learners. 
Training must be seen less as a one shot deal: graduates of training 
programs will likely continue to need training after placement in order 
to keep their skills current.
Four types of institutions offer relatively short term training (less 
than two years) in IT-related areas: community-based training programs 
(CBTs), community colleges, employer-led training programs, and pro-
prietary schools.7 These institutions offer a variety of programs and 
serve a wide range of populations. Although all of these training insti-
tutions occupy important niches in the landscape of IT training, com-
munity-based training programs and community colleges have placed 
the greatest emphasis on targeting, training, and placing disadvantaged 
workers in IT occupations. 
Community-Based Training Programs
Community-based training (CBT) programs focus explicitly on 
helping disadvantaged populations to ﬁnd employment. These organi-
zations fall into two basic categories. One category consists of tradi-
tional workforce development organizations that have recently added 
IT training to their roster of services. Take, for example, Training Inc., 
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based in Newark, New Jersey. Training Inc. has been providing work-
force development training and services to low income communities 
since 1986. In 1995 this program began offering information technol-
ogy training for the following jobs: personal computer (PC) technician, 
software applications specialist, and ofﬁce support assistant. 
The other category consists of organizations focused on creating 
access to technology. Such organizations moved into employment-ori-
ented training to capitalize on the opportunity to help their constituents 
ﬁnd employment. Playing2Win, a Harlem-based community technology 
center, is an example of a technology-oriented CBT program. Founded 
in 1983, Playing2Win was created with the goal of providing access 
to computers and the Internet for the underserved Harlem community. 
Over time this program added technology training to its menu of course 
offerings, and it has been successful in connecting low-income resi-
dents to jobs. The unifying thread in all CBT programs is a commitment 
to assisting low income and low skilled workers in ﬁnding employment 
(Chapple and Zook 2000). 
 CBT programs have demonstrated promise in training disadvan-
taged workers for entry-level jobs in the IT sector. Some of these pro-
grams work speciﬁcally with populations thought to have signiﬁcant 
barriers to work. OpNet is one example. Founded in 1997, OpNet’s 
mission is to create economic opportunities in the new media industry 
for low-income young adults, with an emphasis on women and people 
of color. OpNet maintains close connections with industry and has dem-
onstrated success in training and placing low-income San Francisco 
Bay Area residents. OpNet works to forge strong business-community 
partnerships to beneﬁt both the new media industry and low-income 
communities. For example, local businesses host internships for OpNet 
trainees, participate in professional development workshops, and help 
shape the program’s curriculum. Their participation helps create a pro-
gram that is reﬂective of industry needs and ultimately leads to the de-
velopment of a skilled labor pool. This industry-community partnership 
also helps OpNet garner the resources and knowledge it needs to effec-
tively connect low income communities to jobs.  
Although CBT programs have demonstrated success in training 
disadvantaged communities, their ability to tackle the larger problem 
of moving large numbers of disadvantaged workers into stable IT jobs 
is somewhat restricted. First, these programs tend to operate on a rela-
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tively small scale. Second, like many community-based organizations, 
they tend to have exceptional, charismatic leaders. Both of these fac-
tors raise questions about whether these strategies can be replicated and 
brought to scale. At the same time, these programs serve an important 
function by creating pathways to IT employment for some of the most 
disadvantaged communities. At the very least, these programs must be 
studied more closely in order to determine what they do well, who spe-
ciﬁcally they serve best, and what happens to their graduates in the 
medium and long term.
Community Colleges
Community colleges offer several advantages as training institu-
tions. They are economical, tend to be conveniently located, offer ﬂex-
ible schedules, and have a history of serving underrepresented minori-
ties, adults, and immigrant populations. Research conducted thus far 
on community colleges that provide IT training has been largely ex-
ploratory, and the ﬁndings are mixed. In the ITAA’s survey of IT em-
ployers, which asked them to rate four-year colleges, private schools, 
short courses, informal training, and community colleges, community 
colleges did not score as well as four-year colleges and private schools. 
The authors of the report recognize, however, that the relatively low 
score may reﬂect the fact that many community colleges do not offer 
speciﬁc IT degrees. Conversely, a study by the Urban Institute found 
that employers do not recruit at community colleges. The same study 
also found, though, that community college graduates “do not face any 
limits to their career mobility once they are hired” (Lerman, Riegg, and 
Salzman 2000, p. 23). Stoll posits that regulation and bureaucratiza-
tion at many community colleges, coupled with the fact that many are 
disconnected from industry, has shaped employers’ perceptions (Stoll 
2000, p. 8).
It would be wrong, however, to label all community colleges in 
the same way; there are important exceptions. For example, in their 
excellent study of IT training programs, Chapple and Zook found sev-
eral community colleges that appear to have effective programs. These 
colleges tended to have established computer science departments and 
committed faculty members. These community colleges have ﬁgured 
out ways to maneuver around the problems identiﬁed above. The Ur-
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ban Institute study explored the issue of how community colleges ﬁnd 
out what employers want and how they incorporate their ﬁndings into 
the curriculum (Lerman, Riegg, and Salzman 2000). The authors found 
that community colleges typically have an advisory board made up of 
industry representatives who advise the college on curriculum; sug-
gested changes must be approved by a committee. The frequency with 
which this committee meets varies greatly and has much to do with 
how responsive course offerings are to industry needs. State regulations 
dictate some of this bureaucracy, so it would be useful to study more 
thoroughly differences in state regulations. However, some anecdotal 
information exists. Iowa Western Community College, for example, 
offers new classes on a temporary basis until they are approved. At 
Bellevue Community College in Washington State, administrators do 
not specify what software will be used for particular classes, giving 
instructors the opportunity to update or change what they will use with-
out going through the approval process (Lerman, Riegg, and Salzman 
2000, p. 16). Chapple and Zook (2000) cite De Anza Community Col-
lege in California and the Borough of Manhattan Community College 
as examples of community colleges that have also overcome bureau-
cratization issues. Some community colleges—e.g., Seattle Central and 
Colorado community colleges—are members of workforce investment 
boards (WIBs). Their participation on these boards ensures that they 
maintain close connections with industry and local government.
A small number of community colleges have moved beyond indus-
try advisory boards to create more formal connections with employers. 
Some of these partnerships have been initiated by particular corpora-
tions. In 1997, for example, Microsoft launched the Working Connec-
tions Program, committing $7 million to develop IT programs in com-
munity colleges. IBM created its S/390 University Program to enable 
colleges—both two- and four-year—to teach mainframe hardware and 
software. These programs tend to deliver high quality programs that 
produce a particular kind of graduate for a speciﬁc job. Some wonder, 
however, whether graduates will have mobility or whether their skill 
sets may lock them into one job. Some employers have taken a broader 
view of what is needed to increase the supply of appropriately skilled 
workers. For example, Sprint works with the Metropolitan Communi-
ty Colleges and local agencies in Kansas City to increase the number 
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 of underrepresented students in IT careers. Sprint’s program provides 
scholarships, tutoring, and other support to these students.
The Urban Institute study concludes that community colleges can 
potentially play an important role in training people for IT jobs. The 
authors cite high levels of enrollment, low graduation rates, and large 
numbers of older students to “suggest that community colleges are 
functioning as retraining institutions rather than primary training insti-
tutions” (Lerman, Riegg, and Salzman 2000, p. 26). In order to make 
more speciﬁc recommendations about how to use community colleges 
to address the IT labor market problem and the digital divide, we need 
ﬁrst to gather best practices information from the group that seems to be 
successful and then determine whether and how such programs could 
be replicated at other community colleges.
Employer-Led Training Programs
Given the current shortage of IT workers, employers are faced with 
a choice either to “buy” workers away from other ﬁrms or to “build” 
them themselves through internal training. For the most part, employers 
rely on their employees’ obtaining basic training from external sources; 
in-house training tends to focus on company-speciﬁc skills (Chapple 
and Zook 2000). Although many IT companies are reticent to invest in 
training because of the frequent job switching and poaching common 
to the industry, other forward thinking companies recognize that they 
must be part of the solution to the IT worker shortage by investing in 
training programs. Such an investment in training also serves longer-
term strategic goals such as building a market for their technologies and 
capturing market share.
Perhaps the best known of these programs is Cisco Systems’ Net-
working Academy program, which is available in all 50 U.S. states, 
Washington, D.C., and 121 countries. Launched in 1997, the Academy 
program is a partnership among Cisco Systems, education, business, 
government, and community organizations. The curriculum focuses on 
teaching students to design, build, and maintain computer networks. It 
is an eight semester (560 hour), Web-based, hands-on curriculum that is 
taught mainly in high schools and colleges, but also in some community 
organizations. As of this writing, Cisco Academy had enrolled 260,000 
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students at more than 9,800 Academies located in high schools, technical 
schools, colleges, universities, and community-based organizations.8 
It should be noted that not all Networking Academies target low 
income or disadvantaged workers—like most employer-led programs, 
the Networking Academy was created because it positively impacts the 
company’s bottom line. At the same time, the Cisco program has done 
more than most employer-led training programs to reach underrepre-
sented communities. Cisco does this primarily through partnerships 
with community groups and international organizations. As of March 
2001 there were 100 Networking Academies in 26 of the program’s 
34 Empowerment Zone communities. To encourage the development 
of Networking Academies in Empowerment Zone communities, Cisco 
donates all of the networking equipment necessary to educational insti-
tutions that establish centers in these neighborhoods.
The corporate sector appears to be recognizing the increased need 
for training. In a 1994 survey, 54 percent of establishments reported 
providing more formal training than they had in 1990; only 2 percent 
reported providing less (U.S. Department of Commerce et al. 1999, p. 
15). Another study documented that business investment in education 
and training rose more than 33 percent between 1990 and 1998 (21st 
Century Workforce Commission 2000, p. 57). More than one-ﬁfth of 
employer-based training focuses on computers (U.S. Department of 
Commerce et al. 1999, p. 16). However, most training efforts are not 
targeted at disadvantaged workers. 
In addition, many corporate actors have chosen to focus their con-
tribution to training on the K-12 school system. For example, 3Com’s 
NetPrep GYRLS program provides network training to high school girls 
to encourage them to enter IT ﬁelds. The Dell Foundation launched a 
program in 2000 to help children prepare for the digital age. Although 
these efforts are clearly important, there must be a greater investment 
in workforce-oriented training programs. Employer-led training efforts 
are fragmented; there is a lack of coordination across companies, though 
they could achieve greater scale were they to collaborate. 
The primary beneﬁts of employer-led training programs are that 
private corporations tend to have the resources to invest in these pro-
grams and they can target the training very speciﬁcally to their needs. 
From the perspective of potential employees, this second beneﬁt can be 
a limitation. Some believe that graduates of employer-led programs are 
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trained too narrowly and that they face difﬁculty transferring the skills 
obtained to other work situations.
For-Proﬁt Postsecondary Institutions, Proprietary Schools, and 
Private Technical Institutes
 For-proﬁt postsecondary institutions (which include private techni-
cal institutes and other proprietary schools) account for approximately 
5 percent of enrollment in two-year institutions (Bailey, Badway, and 
Gumport 2001). Although many of these schools offer two-year asso-
ciate degrees and certiﬁcations, for-proﬁt secondary institutions cost 
more than community colleges. These institutions have been around 
for decades. For example, DeVry Institutes, one of the ﬁrst and largest 
for-proﬁt post secondary schools, was established in 1931. The focus of 
these institutions has been to provide career-oriented educational pro-
grams in business, technology, and other related services. These for-
proﬁt institutions operate close to the labor market, altering their course 
offerings with changing employment patterns and skills shifting. For 
example, when the DeVry Institutes ﬁrst opened their doors the schools 
focused on radio, television, and sound systems. Now called DeVry 
University, this institution has expanded to include computer technol-
ogy, electrical engineering technology, telecommunications manage-
ment, and a host of other programmatic areas. The ITAA survey found 
that IT companies rated proprietary schools as an effective source of IT 
training because the perception is that these schools focus on speciﬁc 
skills and require few unnecessary classes. IT-related technical insti-
tutes have mushroomed in recent years. Although these institutions ap-
pear to be an effective source of short-term, specialized training, they 
are also very costly for participants, limiting their usefulness as a strat-
egy to train disadvantaged populations. 
Overall Advantages and Disadvantages
The four types of programs that train people for entry-level IT jobs 
have different advantages and disadvantages. Table 7.3 lays these out 
explicitly, along with some other descriptive information about each of 
these delivery mechanisms. Although IT training programs located in 
CTCs and community-based organizations have done some impressive 
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Table 7.3  IT Programs that Deliver Entry-Level  Training
   Program type Relative cost Target population Length of program Advantages Disadvantages
Community-based 
training program
Free or low cost; 
training costs are 
usually covered by 
public or private 
sector grants
Low-income: 
disadvantaged or 
displaced workers
Various: programs 
range from a 
few sessions to 
several months of 
intensive training
Serves low-
income people; 
strong connections 
to comunity; 
economical; little 
bureaucracy
Small-scale; 
replicability 
issues; charismatic 
leader syndrome
Community 
college
Low cost Geographic 
focus, with open 
enrollment to the 
general population
2 years Economical; many 
locations; ﬂexible 
scheduling; 
history of 
underserved 
groups
Bureaucracy 
impedes ﬂexibility
Employer-led 
program
Various: free 
to expensive, 
depending on the 
program
Wide ranging, 
depending on 
the goals of the 
program
Varies Skills taught 
are relevant; 
eliminates the 
middleman; 
replicable
Narrow skill set; 
fragmentation 
across programs; 
questionable 
transferability 
of skills to other 
employers
For-proﬁt post-
secondary 
institutions/
proprietary 
schools
Relatively 
expensive
Various; general 
enrollment for 
those who can pay
1–2 years; longer 
for advanced 
degrees or 
certiﬁcate
Strong 
connections 
to industry; 
replicable
Expensive
M
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work, it is unclear whether, in fact, they have “enormous potential for 
increasing the number of people who can participate in the knowledge-
based economy” (Chapple and Zook 2000). Even the largest of these 
programs is operating on a relatively small scale. Further work needs 
to be done to determine whether and how these programs can achieve 
greater scale, who speciﬁcally they reach most effectively, and how de-
pendent they are on “charismatic leaders” and “well-ingrained institu-
tions” (Harrison and Weiss 1998, p. 7).
Many important questions remain unanswered because the data 
simply do not exist. How many people are trained each year through 
each of these types of programs? How many of these programs exist 
and where are they located? Can programs meet the demand for ser-
vices? Are some programs more effective than others at placing gradu-
ates? Are some more effective at providing training that keeps a worker 
employable over the long term? These are questions that future studies 
would do well to consider.
Across the board, those programs that have thus far demonstrated 
success in producing graduates and placing them in jobs share the fol-
lowing characteristics:
• strong ties to industry
• after-placement services for graduates
• the ability to quickly modify curriculum
The primary challenge faced by all training programs is an acute 
shortage of faculty to do the actual teaching and training. The shortage 
of IT workers has created a situation in which those with the skills to 
teach these courses have little economic incentive to do so. Programs 
located in community-based organizations and CTCs also have difﬁ-
culty sustaining funding and meeting demand for services (Servon and 
Nelson 1999; Chapple and Zook 2000).
RELEVANT POLICY EFFORTS
Policy also clearly affects the IT labor market. This section deals 
with those federal and state policies that relate most directly to the 
workforce development issue.
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The H-1B Visa Program
One response to the IT labor shortage is the H-1B visa program. 
This program admits foreign skilled workers to the United States in or-
der to ﬁll jobs not being ﬁlled by U.S. workers. Although not all foreign 
workers who enter the country under the H-1B program are IT workers, 
estimates indicate that the program currently ﬁlls 70,000 IT jobs a year, 
roughly 28 percent of the average annual demand for IT workers (U.S. 
Department of Commerce 2000, p. 51). Approximately 460,000 H-1B 
visa recipients currently work in the United States. In 1990, Congress 
imposed a cap of 65,000 on the number of H-1B visas issued. In 1997, 
that cap was reached for the ﬁrst time. The corporate sector has success-
fully pressured the federal government to increase the number of H-1B 
visas available for each of the past several years, and each year the new 
limit has been reached. In 2001, the cap was reached in March. Table 
7.4 illustrates the annual increases in the number of H-1B visa holders 
allowed into the United States. 
The primary accomplishment of the American Competitiveness in 
the Twenty-First Century Act of 2000 was that it raised to 195,000 the 
cap on the number of available H-1B visas, a type of temporary visa used 
to recruit established mid- and upper-level scientists (mainly informa-
tion technology experts) from foreign countries. S 2045 was introduced 
on February 9, 2000, by Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-UT), and signed into 
Year Number
1997 65,000
1998 65,000
1999 115,000
2000 115,000
2001 195,000
2002 195,000
2003 195,000
2004  65,000
a This is the authorized level for 2004.
SOURCES: Tech Law Journal; U.S. Congress S 2045, American Competitiveness  
in the 21st Century Act; and the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, Public 
Affairs Division.
Table 7.4  Number of H-1B Visas, 1997–2004
a
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law on October 17, 2000, by then-President Clinton. In 2004, the H-1B 
visa cap returned to 65,000, and as of this writing no new legislation 
has secured sufﬁcient congressional and presidential support to raise 
this cap.
The Helping to Improve Technology Education and Achievement 
Act of 2000 (HR 3983, also known as the HI-TECH Act) was a related 
bill that sought to increase the caps on H-1B visas to 200,000 through 
2003 and to increase funding for technology training and K-12 educa-
tion. It also would have increased the H-1B application fee by $500 
and would have earmarked the additional funds generated for education 
and training. HR 3983 was referred to the House Education and Work-
force Committee, the House Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration 
and Claims, and the House Science subcommittees on Basic Research 
and on Technology but failed to be moved out of committee for a vote 
of the House. 
The H-1B visa program helps to ﬁll demand for workers right now, 
but it is a stopgap measure. A longer term solution to ﬁlling these jobs 
with U.S. workers is needed. Even if annual increases continue in the 
number of H-1B visas allowed into the country, this solution is unlikely 
to meet the labor shortage in IT jobs by itself (Stoll 2000, p. 15). In ad-
dition, H-1B workers are likely to work in the most skilled jobs within 
the IT industry. These jobs create a complementary demand for lower-
skilled IT workers, and that demand is currently going unmet.
Labor is often thought of as a relatively immobile input to produc-
tion, especially as compared with inputs such as capital and raw materi-
als. But labor does not necessarily need to be mobile in order to be glo-
balized. This globalization of the labor force occurs either by moving 
parts of the production process offshore or by bringing foreign workers 
to the United States to work. First, ﬁrms can and do locate all over the 
world in order to take advantage of speciﬁc skills or the particular cost 
structure of a local labor market. One reason for the relative decrease in 
manufacturing jobs in the United States is the relocation offshore of a 
great deal of manufacturing activity to places in which labor is cheaper. 
Clearly, it is not that we have stopped making things. This aspect of glo-
balization of the labor force has to do with multinational corporations 
expanding abroad to capture the lower cost of unskilled labor in other 
countries. Technology abets this disintegration of the Taylorist produc-
tion process; for example, it is now easy for designers in one country to 
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communicate quickly with those who produce the designs in another.9
Second, employers’ demand for increases in the H-1B visa program 
show that ﬁrms are soliciting and obtaining labor from other countries: 
thus far the United States has had no trouble ﬁlling all of the allowed 
H-1B slots. This aspect of globalization involves fewer but more highly 
educated workers—the “core” IT workers discussed at the beginning 
of this paper. Castells points out that only “a tiny fraction of the labor 
force, concerning the highest-skilled professionals” is globalized, while 
“the overwhelming proportion of labor…remains largely nation-bound” 
(Castells 1996, p. 234). Raising the H-1B visa quota means generating 
more jobs for the second tier of IT workers—those who have particular 
skills but are not as highly educated as the ﬁrst tier workers—which 
requires ﬁguring out how to train the current workforce for these jobs.
Workforce Development and Welfare Policy
Workforce development policy has long been identiﬁed as a form of 
social welfare policy. This perception arises because workforce devel-
opment programs are often targeted at the unemployed and at welfare 
recipients, creating the commonly held belief that these people either 
need remedial training in “soft” skills or need to be cajoled into work-
ing.10 Workforce development proponents argue that these programs 
should instead be viewed as part of economic development policy 
because they help to maintain an available and appropriately trained 
workforce. 
Several factors currently combine to make the link between work-
force development policy and economic development stronger (Gruber 
and Roberts 2000). First, the labor shortage in IT ﬁelds has engendered 
a useful sense of urgency among employers. A report issued by the Cen-
ter for an Urban Future maintains that “job training can no longer be 
dismissed as a feel-good favor to the downtrodden. It is now, at every 
level, a business necessity” (Center for an Urban Future 2000, p. 1) 
Second, the Clinton administration passed the Workforce Investment 
Act (WIA) in 1998 with the goal of coordinating more than 163 job 
training programs funded through a variety of government agencies. 
WIA emphasizes the importance of skills training and is character-
ized by the following goals: coordination of services, universal access, 
work ﬁrst, consumer choice, and employer participation (Center for an 
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Urban Future 2000). Third, 1996 welfare reform that replaced Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) with Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF) makes getting welfare recipients into the 
workforce a much higher priority than it was previously. 
Both TANF and WIA share another important characteristic: they 
give much of the control of the programs to the states. Job training and 
welfare policy have nearly always been federal issues, which makes 
these recent changes signiﬁcant. In effect, then, there are currently 50 
different ongoing experiments in each of these policy areas. This de-
volution allows states to tailor their policy responses to their particular 
economies and workforces. Some states have responded to the changes 
in legislation more creatively and entrepreneurially than have others. 
Some have thought about these two programs together rather than deal-
ing with them in separate policy categories.
Washington State, for example, has a booming high tech sector and 
declining core industries such as lumber and aerospace. Most workers 
who have been laid off do not have the skills they need for available 
IT jobs. In response, Governor Gary Locke created two programs. The 
ﬁrst, Worker Retraining, guarantees 18 months of training to anyone 
who has been laid off. The training is designed to move workers from 
declining industries to those experiencing fast growth. The second pro-
gram, Pre-Employment Training (PET) is delivered through the state’s 
community college system, which works with employers to identify 
jobs for graduates. Community colleges have focused on delivering a 
12-week program which provides free job training to welfare recipients 
and low income families, primarily at night and on the weekends. As 
soon as they are able, participants enter the workforce, but they con-
tinue to attend college to strengthen their skills foundation. Accord-
ing to the 2003 WorkFirst Study from the University of Washington, 
people “who received welfare in 2001 and participated in WorkFirst 
activities…were more likely to be employed and had higher wages than 
those who did not” (Klawitter 2001). However, state ofﬁcials continue 
to modify the program, including Governor Locke’s set-aside of $10 
million for job coaches to raise the wages of PET participants and other 
low-wage workers and to help with the issue of job retention. Locke 
also shut down an underused training program operating through un-
employment ofﬁces, thereby demonstrating a willingness to experiment 
with a mix of initiatives.11 Other states, such as Texas and Indiana, have 
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also launched creative initiatives based on their particular issues.
Nebraska’s Applied Information Management (AIM) Institute is 
another example of an innovative IT workforce development program. 
The AIM Institute is a nonproﬁt membership organization created by a 
consortium of business, education and government entities to support 
and promote business growth related to information technology. Rec-
ognizing that a skilled IT workforce is critical to Nebraska’s competi-
tiveness, a critical focus of AIM’s work is on information technology 
training. Through independent training modules and partnerships with 
high schools, universities, and colleges, AIM develops model technol-
ogy curriculum and training opportunities for residents of Nebraska. 
Funding for AIM comes from a variety of sources including commit-
ments from corporate members, subscriptions to AIM’s CareerLink, 
and funding from state, federal and private granting agencies. 
Some states, having also recognized the importance of a basic com-
petence with technology for welfare recipients who are being moved to 
the workforce, are creating programs that provide these people with IT 
skills.
 National Science Foundation: ATE and ITWC
The National Science Foundation (NSF) funds the Advanced Tech-
nology Education (ATE) program, which promotes improvement in 
technological education at the undergraduate and secondary school 
levels.12 ATE works toward this goal by supporting curriculum devel-
opment, facilitating professional development of college faculty and 
secondary school teachers, and creating internships and ﬁeld experi-
ences for faculty, teachers, and students. ATE also brokers relationships 
and partnerships between two-year and four-year colleges and funds 
a granting program called Centers of Excellence in Advanced Tech-
nology which supports projects that develop educational material, dis-
seminate information, and engage in professional development for edu-
cators. The Northwest Center for Emerging Technologies (NWCET), 
previously mentioned, is a Center of Excellence and has received over 
$5 million in grants from the ATE program since 1995. ATE speciﬁcally 
targets women, underrepresented minorities, and persons with disabili-
ties (Congressional Commission 2000, p. 33). In FY 2005, ATE will 
distribute an estimated 65 awards totaling $38 million.13
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NSF also initiated the Information Technology Workforce Pro-
gram (ITWS), a research program that focuses on projects addressing 
research questions related to the under-representation of women and 
people of color in the IT workforce. The genesis of this program was 
the recognition that, in order for the United States to maintain its global 
leadership in IT, there would need to be a continuous supply of well-
trained engineering and computer science professionals. ITWS targets 
women and people of color as key populations that can help to increase 
the supply. In 2004, the program will issue approximately $5 million in 
funds for research in three primary areas: environment and culture, the 
IT educational continuum, and the IT workplace.14
IT Training Tax Credits
The Technology Education and Training Act (TETA) was proposed 
at the federal level in 2001. This legislation would provide tax credits 
to employers who provide training to their employees. The Technology 
Workforce Coalition argues that IT training tax credits will do several 
things: increase personal income tax revenue from new employees, in-
crease local sales tax revenue from new employee spending, increase 
corporate tax revenue from increased employee productivity, and de-
velop necessary skills in non-IT businesses.15 In the meantime, some 
states have begun to move ahead with their own legislation in this area. 
Arizona was the ﬁrst state to pass such legislation. It currently offers $5 
million in Information Technology Training Tax Credits in a dollar-for-
dollar match for training up to 20 employees per company in IT skills. 
The per employee credit cannot exceed $1,500.16 Similar legislation is 
pending in other states, and at least two states, Ohio and Rhode Island, 
have implemented similar training tax credit programs. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
What can be done to take advantage of the current window of oppor-
tunity? Moving disadvantaged workers into IT jobs requires action on 
the part of many stakeholders. This section lays out recommendations 
directed at training programs and at the public and private sectors.
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For Training Programs
Work with employers. Existing research shows that workforce 
development initiatives work best when they include strong ties to em-
ployers (Harrison and Weiss 1998; Stoll 2000; Chapple and Zook 2000). 
These arrangements are most likely to create the kind of workforce de-
velopment policy and institutions that are sufﬁciently ﬂexible to modify 
training to the speciﬁc demand for skills” (Stoll 2000, p. 2). Flexibility 
and the ability to quickly respond to changes in the skills demanded are 
clearly characteristics that any IT training program must have. It is not 
surprising, then, that ITAA found that hiring managers value on-the-job 
training more highly than any other training.
For the Private Sector
Invest in training. The private sector has a great deal to gain by in-
vesting in training. The high value employers place on on-the-job train-
ing (OJT) means that the workplace is a primary site for the design and 
location of programs. Research on the effects of employer-based train-
ing show that ﬁrms providing formal OJT raise their productivity by 
roughly 10 to 15 percent, on average (U.S. Department of Commerce et 
al. 1999, p. 7). Another study found that employers get more bang for 
the buck by investing in education than by investing in capital stock. 
Firms whose workforce had a 10 percent higher than average educa-
tional attainment level had an 8.6 percent higher than average produc-
tivity level, while ﬁrms with a 10 percent higher than average level of 
capital investment had only a 3.4 percent higher than average payoff 
(U.S. Department of Commerce et al. 1999, p. 23). Folding training into 
the workplace also makes sense from the perspective of workers. Focus 
groups of workers interested in continuing education cited lack of time 
and high cost as two of the biggest barriers to taking courses outside 
of work. Many high tech companies have begun to invest in training, 
particularly at the K-12 level. 
Create and participate in regional consortia. Another response 
involves regional consortia of ﬁrms joining forces to provide training. 
Some literature uses the term “coop-etition” to describe how rival com-
panies cooperate when it is in their mutual interest (21st Century Work-
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force Commission 2000, p. 29).17 An example is the Alliance for Em-
ployee Growth and Development, a joint training trust to which AT&T, 
Lucent Technologies, the Communications Workers of America, and 
the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) belong. 
The Alliance consists of more than 200 labor/management committees 
that “help identify educational needs, coordinate training, and build 
enrollment” (U.S. Department of Commerce et al. 1999, p. 23). The 
Alliance also offers a range of training and learning opportunities that 
are tailored to local and individual needs. For example, participants can 
get involved in Alliance-sponsored on-site, off-site, and distance learn-
ing training programs. The Alliance offers tuition assistance and special 
services for dislocated workers. In addition to technical skills training, 
the Alliance also offers support services such as ﬁnancial planning, ca-
reer planning, test preparation, and certiﬁcations. 
For the Public Sector
Support entry-level IT worker training. Public investment will be 
critical to maximizing the potential of the new economy. The rationale 
for public investment in training is that we cannot remain competitive 
as a nation without an educated and appropriately skilled workforce. 
Investment in human capital is needed in order to fuel the economy 
and create opportunities for historically disadvantaged groups to take 
advantage of the current demand for workers. This kind of investment 
in training will also assist workers who lose their jobs in adjusting 
to labor market changes caused by increased trade and globalization 
(USDOL 1999, p. 75). The federal government has some programs in 
place, but these need to be expanded and updated. The employer fee 
for H-1B visa petitions is currently $500, much of which goes to train-
ing. Given that demand for these workers has thus far been relatively 
inelastic, that fee should be increased as a way to increase funding for 
effective programs.
Create speciﬁc incentives for small ﬁrms. It is clearly more dif-
ﬁcult for smaller ﬁrms to take on the added cost and burden of in-house 
training. Government incentives could help remedy this problem. For 
example, Section 127 of the IRS tax code, which makes employer-
provided educational assistance tax-free to both the employer and the 
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employee, is temporary. Section 127 should be permanently extended. 
State government can also create incentives for private corporations to 
invest in IT training.
Change regulations around education and training. The labor 
market has changed, but many government programs and policies have 
not changed along with it. For example, traditional government loans 
and grants can only be used toward degree programs. Lifelong Learn-
ing Tax Credits provide some assistance, and their expansion should be 
explored. Further, unemployment insurance (UI) recipients lose their 
beneﬁts if they enroll in training that has not been approved by the 
state. Given that more people are receiving valuable training through 
alternative programs, there needs to be some shift in policy in this area. 
Current policy does not reﬂect and work with the current reality.
Target women and minorities for IT training. The ITAA points to 
“the under-representation of women and other minorities in the IT work-
force” as a key factor contributing to the shortage of IT workers. Table 
7.5 illustrates the racial/ethnic distribution of the science, engineering, 
and technology (SET) workforce in 1997, showing that relatively few 
women, African Americans, and Hispanics work in these ﬁelds.
By 2050, “the U.S. population is expected to increase by 50 percent, 
and minority groups will make up nearly half the population” (USDOL 
Table 7.5  1997 Gender and Racial/Ethnic Distribution of U.S. and       
                  SETa Workforces
U.S. workforce (%)
U.S. SET 
workforce (%)
White male 41.7 67.9
White female 34.7 15.4
Black 10.3 3.2
Hispanic 9.2 3.0
Asian and other 4.0 10.2
American Indian — 0.3
a SET stands for science, engineering, and technology. — = not available.
SOURCE: Congressional Commission on the Advancement of Women and Minori-
ties in Science, Engineering and Technology Development (2000).
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1999, p. 2). Given that these groups represent an increasing proportion 
of the labor force, it makes sense to take action to prepare them for the 
requirements of the current economy. The need for skilled workers is 
so great that employers literally cannot afford to discriminate. Moving 
minority and women workers into these ﬁelds now will also create the 
positive spillover effect of creating networks and ties that will have 
long-lasting effects. 
The percentage of women earning computer science degrees has 
dropped steadily since 1984, when women made up 37 percent of degree 
recipients. By 1994, that ﬁgure had fallen to only 28 percent. Accord-
ing to the Department of Commerce, only 1.1 percent of undergraduate 
women choose IT-related disciplines, compared to 3.3 percent of male 
undergraduates (Cuny and Aspray 2000). If we follow the IT workforce 
pipeline, we see that the underrepresentation of women continues, from 
those pursuing computer science degrees through all levels of the work-
force. Table 7.6 illustrates the drop-off rate as women move from col-
lege through postbaccalaureate degrees in computer science. According 
to Catalyst Associates, a nonproﬁt research organization based in New 
York, only 8.1 percent of women occupy executive positions (senior 
vice president and higher) at major technology companies, compared to 
approximately 12 percent in other sectors of the economy (Congressio-
nal Commission 2000, p. 40). Women also make up nearly 60 percent 
of the working poor in this country, and minority women are more than 
twice as likely to be poor as white women (USDOL 1999, p. 4). 
A report issued by the Commission on the Advancement of Women 
and Minorities in Science, Engineering, and Technology Development 
identiﬁed several barriers that exist for women, underrepresented mi-
norities, and persons with disabilities at various places along the SET 
pipeline. These include inadequacies in pre-college education; lack of 
access to higher education; a narrow and inﬂexible workplace environ-
ment; and a poor public image of the science, engineering, and technol-
ogy ﬁelds (Congressional Commission 2000). According to this report, 
“the lack of diversity in SET education and careers is an old dilemma, 
but economic necessity and workforce deﬁciencies bring a new urgency 
to the nation’s strategic need to achieve parity in its SET workforce” 
(Congressional Commission 2000, p. 5). Policies that address these bar-
riers must be developed in order to move women and underrepresented 
minorities into the IT workforce. Such policies would range from im-
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Table 7.6  Computer Science Degrees Awarded to Women, by Level
Academic year
PhDs
awarded % women MSs awarded % women
BA/BSs 
awarded % women
1992–93 997 13.3 4,523 — 8,218 —
1993–94 1,005 15.6 5,179 19.1 8,216 17.9
1994–95 1,006 16.2 4,425 19.7 7,561 18.1
1995–96 915 11.7 4,260 20.0 8,411 15.9
1996–97 894 14.4 4,430 22.3 8,063 15.7
NOTE:  —  =  not available.
SOURCE: Cuny and Aspray (2000). 
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proved elementary education to creating mentor relationships between 
IT professionals and college students majoring in related ﬁelds to pro-
viding members of these groups with early work opportunities in IT 
ﬁelds. The private sector can certainly share some of the burden for this 
work. In fact, were the number of women in the IT workforce increased 
to equal the number of men, the gap in supply vs. demand for IT work-
ers would close entirely (Freeman and Aspray 1999).
Increase attention to and funding for K–12 education. This 
chapter is geared primarily toward understanding and solving the cur-
rent shortage of IT workers. However, this issue is unlikely to go away 
anytime soon. In order to mitigate future problems, there must be great-
er investment in primary and secondary education, particularly for un-
derrepresented minorities who often attend poorly performing schools. 
Three recent initiatives may provide some assistance in this area. First, 
the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) devel-
oped the National Educational Technology Standards (NETS), which 
outline technology skills that can be incorporated throughout the K–
12 curriculum. Second, the Techforce Initiative, developed through a 
partnership between the Education Development Center, ITAA, and 
the National Alliance of Business, created an IT Pathway Pipeline 
Model, which integrates technology into students’ learning beginning 
in primary school (Education Development Center 2000). Third, Intel, 
Hewlett-Packard, and Microsoft have joined forces on a project called 
Teach to the Future, which will train 100,000 U.S. classroom teachers 
to integrate computer technology into existing curricula. These three 
initiatives, although welcome, do not address the more basic problem 
of schools that deliver chronically poor performances in basic subjects 
such as math and reading. Also, pedagogy must be changed to reﬂect 
the needs of the current economy.
Partnerships
In addition to the measures outlined above, it will be critical for 
existing training programs, the public sector, and the private sector to 
partner with one another in order to devise effective ways of addressing 
the IT labor shortage and moving available workers into existing jobs. 
Promising examples of such partnerships already exist.
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California’s Employment Training Panel. The Employment 
Training Panel (ETP) is a California state agency created in 1982 as 
a cooperative business-labor program to retrain workers.18 ETP’s pur-
pose has been to fund training that 1) meets the needs of employers 
for skilled workers, and 2) meets the needs of workers for good jobs. 
Since its inception, ETP has trained over 336,000 workers using over 
$645 million in funds. ETP is funded through the Employment Training 
Fund, which takes one-tenth of 1 percent of subjects’ unemployment 
insurance wages paid by every private, for-proﬁt employer in the state 
and by some nonproﬁts also. This fund generates between $70 and $100 
million each year. Companies are eligible to apply for ETP funding if 
they are paying into the state’s Employment Training Fund (ETF) and
• are hiring and training unemployed workers who are receiving 
unemployment insurance beneﬁts (UI);
• face out-of-state competition and need to retrain current employ-
ees;
• need to upgrade workers in areas where there are demonstrable 
skill shortages;
• have special training programs in areas such as defense conver-
sion, entrepreneurial training, and new industries.
ITAA partnerships. ITAA has initiated a variety of partnerships 
with industry, academia, and community groups in order to increase the 
number of IT workers. Several of these partnerships focus speciﬁcally 
on populations that are underrepresented in the IT industries. Recruit-
ing for the Information Technology Age (RITA), a joint venture with 
Women Work!, is executing a plan to help women in transition achieve 
self-sufﬁciency through IT job training and placement. ITAA works 
with a group called Community Options to train and place people with 
disabilities. And the National School-to-Work Ofﬁce has funded ITAA’s 
work with the National Alliance of Business (NAB) and the Education 
Development Center (EDC) to facilitate, support, and promote IT em-
ployer participation in school-to-work efforts.
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CONCLUSIONS
The current high level of demand for entry-level IT workers, from 
both IT and non-IT ﬁrms, presents a unique opportunity for integrating 
workforce development and welfare initiatives into economic devel-
opment goals. Collaboration will clearly be key to solving the current 
shortage of IT workers. Creative partnerships among industry, govern-
ment, educational institutions, and the private nonproﬁt sector have the 
potential to help industry ﬁll jobs that will fuel the economy while at the 
same time creating new opportunities for groups that have historically 
experienced labor market discrimination. These partnerships can oper-
ate to increase and improve the ﬂow of information about employers 
to job seekers, and vice versa.19 If it is true that disadvantaged workers 
do not lack employment opportunities, two challenges remain. The ﬁrst 
involves training the available pool of workers for these jobs. Doing so 
requires ﬁguring out the best mechanism for delivering this training, 
and determining what subset of workers can be easily trained. The sec-
ond challenge concerns ensuring that these jobs pay a living wage.
If history is any guide, the status (and pay and beneﬁts) of jobs often 
decreases once they are occupied by disadvantaged workers, a group 
that consists disproportionately of women and people of color. Policy, 
therefore, plays a large and important role. Yet policy innovation has 
not kept pace with technological innovation. Policy directed at moving 
disadvantaged workers into stable, well-paying jobs must shift toward 
an investment focus. Only then can it help rectify current patterns of 
inequality.
Notes
 1.  This is a revised version of a chapter of my book, Bridging the Digital Divide: 
Technology, Community, and Public Policy (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002). It 
is reproduced in similar form here by permission.
 2.  Pittsburgh serves as one instance. Formerly a steel town, it has encouraged and 
fostered the growth of IT activities, with some success.
 3. Center for an Urban Future (2000, p. 4). Chapple and Zook (2000) argue con-
vincingly that the likelihood of massive movement of jobs overseas has been 
exaggerated, but that the issue of a shortage of workers with the necessary skills 
to ﬁll available IT jobs remains important.
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 4. “Thin” ﬁrms are skeletal in organization, without many assets, resources, or per-
sonnel. Investors thought these ﬁrms would grow, ﬂourish, and get fat.
 5. Zemsky, cited in Harrison and Weiss (1998, p. 12).
 6. I use Harrison and Weiss’s (1998, p. 5) inclusive deﬁnition of workforce devel-
opment as consisting of  “a constellation of activities, from orientation to the 
work world, recruiting, placement, and mentoring, to follow-up counseling and 
crisis intervention.”
 7. Although four-year colleges offer a range of IT training, this chapter focuses on 
shorter term training programs, as these are the ones likely to be accessed by 
disadvantaged and transitioning workers.
 8. More information on the program can be found at http://cisco.netacad.net/public/
academy/About.html (accessed August 20, 2004).
 9. Frederick Taylor wrote The Principles of Scientiﬁc Management in 1911; these 
principles became known as Taylorism. Taylorism involves vertical integration 
of the production process, with most aspects of production being concentrated in 
one place and in one ﬁrm.
 10. This is not to say that soft skills are not important. In fact, Chapple and Zook 
(2000) show how critical it is to package soft skills training into larger IT training 
programs. Many programs—e.g., DeVry—market their inclusion of soft skills as 
a selling point.
 11. This description of Washington State programs came from the Center for an 
Urban Future (2000).
 12. The NSF is an independent U.S. government agency. Its mission is to promote 
the progress of science; to advance the national health, prosperity, and welfare; 
and to secure the national defense.
 13. This information comes from the ATE Program Solicitation NSF 04-541 (re-
places NSF 03-523).
 14. Taken from the ATE Program Solicitation NSF 03-609 (replaces NSF 02-170).
 15. The House bill (HR 1769 in the 107th Congress) was referred to the House Com-
mittee on Ways and Means on May 9, 2001, and nothing seems to have happened 
to it since then. The companion bill in the Senate (S 762) was read twice and then 
referred to the Senate Committee on Finance, where it seems to have remained.
 16. Taken from the Information Technology Tax Credit Guidelines, Arizona Depart-
ment of Commerce. http://www.azcommerce.com/doclib/WRKFORCE/IT%20
Tax%20Credit%20Guidelines.pdf (accessed March 2001).
 17. In addition, Harrison and Weiss (1998) maintain that “an important theme that 
has emerged from [the workforce development ﬁeld] during the past 12 years 
is that ﬁrms must learn to strategically cooperate as well as compete with rivals 
(pp. 7–8).
 18. This description of ETP comes from www.etp.ca.gov/program/program.cfm (ac-
cessed March 2001).
 19. Holzer, cited in Harrison and Weiss (1998, p. 34), asserts that job seekers and 
employers lack sufﬁcient information about each other, leading to the current 
state in which certain groups experience more unemployment and underemploy-
ment than others.
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Beyond the First Job
Career Ladder Initiatives
in Information Technology Industries
Laura Wolf-Powers
Pratt Institute
In the past two decades, major growth drivers in the U.S. economy 
have included computers and software, information “content” such as 
broadcast entertainment, and advanced services and manufacturing that 
rely on information technology. This is particularly true in leading met-
ropolitan agglomerations, where synergies between the global reach of 
communications systems and the local intensity of face-to-face com-
munication are crucial to getting the most out of talent, entrepreneurial 
creativity, and productivity (Graham and Marvin 1996; Hall 1999; Sas-
sen 2001). The polarity between information haves and have-nots in the 
most dynamic urban centers is stark, however. The digital divide cre-
ates or reinforces cultural distance among people who are geographi-
cally within a few miles of one another (Mitchell 1999; Servon 2002). 
Signiﬁcantly, since it has as much to do with earning power as with ac-
cess to information, the divide also reinforces income disparities among 
urbanites (Schön 1999; Hall 1999; National Telecommunications and 
Information Administration 2000). 
In response, policymakers have recently begun to experiment with 
initiatives that train low-income urbanites for jobs associated with 
maintaining communications infrastructure. The ability to understand 
complex information technology, and to translate that knowledge into 
hands-on use and maintenance of the infrastructure through which peo-
ple exchange information, greatly increases the chances of a non-col-
lege-educated person’s earning a livable wage in today’s urban labor 
market (Chapple et al. 2000a). Jobs installing and maintaining voice 
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and data networks and their associated terminal equipment hold out the 
possibility of well-paying, blue-collar employment with advancement 
potential, much as semiskilled manufacturing jobs did in an earlier era.
Organizations such as the Bay Area Video Coalition in Oakland, 
California, and Per Scholas in the Bronx, New York, offer non-college-
educated workers training in computer repair, data network conﬁgura-
tion, web development and other skills (Chapple et al. 2000a). But the 
increase in information technology (IT) training options has done little 
to counter trends in corporate organization that limit mobility for non-
college-educated employees in today’s workplace. Changes in the con-
tours of the employment relationship over the past several decades have 
affected employees at all levels of education and social status, but they 
have been particularly hard on the less educated. Employment practices 
that pose challenges for entry-level IT workers seeking security and 
mobility are varied. They include the following:
• Employer reliance on temporary workers or contractors rather 
than full-time employees
• The outsourcing of functions like data processing and computer 
support by large corporations1
• The growing tendency of ﬁrms both large and small not to con-
duct in-house training or maintain internal job ladders by which 
non-college-educated workers might gain skills and income over 
time2 
These practices depart from the internal labor market norms that 
characterized large industrial and service ﬁrms for much of the twenti-
eth century. Bridges formerly prevalent between basic, entry-level posi-
tions and more advanced jobs in IT-intensive sectors such as banking, 
insurance, and telecommunications have diminished or disappeared. As 
a result, workers ﬁnd not only that access to entry-level jobs requires 
previous training where it did not in the past, but also that, once em-
ployed, they must undertake further skill development on their own in 
order to advance. 
This chapter examines three community-based initiatives whose 
sponsors have identiﬁed what might be termed the “IT career ladder 
problem” and tailored their workforce development strategies accord-
ingly. The initiatives focus on helping their low-income, non-college-
educated clients to win good entry-level jobs installing and maintaining 
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communications infrastructure. The jobs in which they strive to place 
their clients are good jobs in two senses. First, they pay family-support-
ing wages—cabling infrastructure installers typically make $10–$12 an 
hour. Second, there are relatively well-deﬁned career ladders by which 
people in these entry-level jobs can move into higher-paying, higher-
skilled positions over time (see Figure 8.1). All of the organizations 
proﬁled here are dedicated to enabling their clients to access the ongo-
ing training necessary for career mobility in the information infrastruc-
ture industry. 
The initiatives are also distinct in crucial ways. They are housed 
in different types of institutions. They rely on different sets of external 
collaborations to achieve a functioning mix of social services and client 
support, cutting-edge technical training, and the maintenance of ties to 
the demand side of the labor market. They have had different levels of 
success in terms of client placement and retention (though all have seen 
placement numbers drop during the recent downturn). Finally, each of 
the programs has a distinct relationship with the workforce develop-
ment system emerging in its region under the 1998 Workforce Invest-
ment Act, or WIA. 
STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY
Telecommunications services is a rich sector to study because un-
like, for example, software or Internet commerce, it was once a bureau-
cratically organized, heavily regulated industry, virtually all of whose 
workers were represented by labor unions. Stable, predictable job and 
earnings progression was common, as was in-house training that en-
abled employees to qualify for advancement. As the industry has un-
dergone gradual deregulation since the mid-1970s, and as technologi-
cal advances such as ﬁber optics and new high-speed data-transmission 
protocols have blurred the distinctions between telecommunications, 
computing, and broadcast media, employment patterns have altered 
signiﬁcantly. At the same time, as will be explained in further detail 
below, these very technological changes have opened career paths be-
tween traditional telecommunications technical work and IT occupa- 
tions. And, despite the industry’s general devolution, jobs all along the 
career continuum are relatively high-paying. 
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Figure 8.1  Career Pathways in Information Infrastructure
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The three organizations proﬁled are located in Los Angeles and 
Oakland, California, and in Brooklyn, New York. The three focus re-
gions (Los Angeles, San Francisco/San José, and New York City) were 
selected because they are identiﬁed in the literature as metropolitan 
agglomerations where high-speed bandwidth is densely concentrated 
to serve the needs of producer services and media ﬁrms with national 
and international markets, and where a concentration of Internet do-
main name registrations denotes the existence of technology-related 
enterprises that demand specialized telecommunications capacity (see 
Graham and Marvin 1996; Zook 2000). In these regions, entry-level 
opportunities in telecommunications and IT infrastructure maintenance 
are substantial and, if not (in the recent economic downturn) growing, 
stable enough to command the attention and curiosity of workforce de-
velopment professionals. 
INDUSTRY CONTEXT 
The communications services industry in the United States in 2004 
is the product of a series of judicial decisions and legislative acts which 
over the past thirty years have dismantled the AT&T-Bell telecom-
munications monopoly and created a convergence of telecommunica-
tions, computing, and broadcast media. In the late 1960s, AT&T, with 
its 22 regional Bell afﬁliates, was the sole provider of local and long 
distance telephone services. Western Electric, a Bell subsidiary, was 
the sole manufacturer of telecommunications network and customer 
premise equipment. The Bell System was the largest employer in the 
United States, with more than a million employees (Temin and Galam-
bos 1987). Over several decades, federal judges, FCC commissioners, 
and congressional leaders curbed AT&T’s market power and lowered 
barriers to entry for competing ﬁrms, gradually transforming telecom-
munications from a one-ﬁrm industry into a ﬁercely competitive sector 
with multiple players. Two regulatory developments are particularly 
signiﬁcant: 
• After the breakup of the Bell System in 1984, ownership of tele-
communications facilities (wiring and terminal equipment) inside 
buildings was taken away from phone companies and given to 
end users. End users could hire the local Bell company to perform 
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installation and maintenance work but were not required to do so. 
This created roles for independent “structured cabling” ﬁrms and 
installers of customer premise equipment such as call distribution 
systems and, eventually, data routers and servers. 
• The Telecommunications Act of 1996 established guidelines for 
competition in local telephone markets and allowed long distance 
carriers, cable television companies, wireless service operators, 
and gas and electric utilities to offer local voice and data services 
over their systems. This dramatically increased the number of 
players seeking to provide commercial and residential end users 
with voice and data access. New entrants undercut established 
ﬁrms in part through lower labor costs, forcing the former Bell 
companies to become leaner.
Beyond these changes in regulation and market structure, the explosive 
growth of the Internet and of private data networks (local area networks 
and wide area networks) has transformed the communications industry 
technologically in the past decade.
Regulatory and technological changes have contributed to a volatile 
environment for workers. In the monopolistic Bell System, stable de-
mand and regulated proﬁts permitted extensive employee training, pre-
dictable career ladders, high pay, and relative employment security for 
technicians. In the aftermath of deregulation, however, AT&T and the 
regional Bells changed their labor practices with an eye toward compet-
ing with new, largely nonunion market entrants (Keefe and Batt 1997; 
Batt and Strausser 1997; Batt and Keefe 1999). Though telecommuni-
cations workers, on average, still earn more than the U.S. median, the 
gap is narrowing. Union coverage in the industry is down, real wages 
have fallen, and wage dispersion has risen (Table 8.1). Company-pro-
vided training and internal advancement is less common for technical 
workers in core ﬁrms. Additionally, cable television companies, which 
tend to have less generous employment policies than telephone com-
munications ﬁrms, are growing much faster than their telecom counter-
parts (see Table 8.2).
Besides prompting changes within large enterprises, deregulation 
and technological change have created telecommunications-related 
technical work in ﬁrms that are not typically considered part of the 
communications services industry. Thousands of ﬁrms have emerged or 
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Table 8.1  Changes for Technical Workers in the Telecommunications Services Industry  
(Standard Industrial Classiﬁcation 4810)a 1983–96
          1983            1996       % change 1983–96
Union density 67.5% 51.7% −23.6
Median real weekly earnings $489 $473 −3.3b
Wage dispersion among union workers (90/10) ratioc  1.71 2.25 31.6
Wage dispersion among nonunion workers (90/10) ratioc 3.13 3.13 0.0
a  This SIC is roughly comparable to North American Industry Classiﬁcation System code 5133.
b This cumulative 3.3 percent decline conceals great diversity between high-paid union workers, low-paid union workers and nonunion 
workers with respect to wages. Union employees in the 90th percentile, largely because of bargaining trends and growing seniority, saw 
their wages increase 14.5 percent between 1983 and 1996. Union workers in the 10th percentile experienced a 13 percent decline, and 
nonunion employees’ wages declined 7 percent. 
c Ratio of earnings of workers in the 90th percentile to earnings of workers in the 10th percentile. The highest-paid union technical work-
ers earned 71 percent more than the lowest-paid union technical workers in 1983, for example.
SOURCE: Batt and Strausser 1997.
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Table 8.2  Employees in Communications Infrastructure and Services Industries in the United States, mid-March, 
1988 and 1997
Standard Industrial Classiﬁcation            1988                       1997            % change 1988–97
SIC 481—Telephone and radio communications 824,252 999,954 21.3
SIC 4841—Cable and other pay television broadcasting 104,614 174,351 66.7
SIC 1731—Electrical work (special trade contractors) 518,989 641,985 23.7
Total nonfarm private employment 110,873,900 131,381,200 18.5
SOURCE: Economic Census; Regional Economic Information System.
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expanded in the past few decades to conduct inside wiring and equip-
ment installation work that has arisen because of industry outsourcing 
trends and the broadband revolution. As technical work in the commu-
nications industry changes, both in skills and organization, it has more 
and more in common with the work done by IT technicians. Competen-
cies and job proﬁles in some parts of the telecommunications sector are 
quite similar to those in IT, reﬂecting the increasing digitalization of 
telecommunications and the system’s increasing connections to com-
puters. While they are not conventionally considered communications 
industry employees, sought-after computer network administrators and 
technical support specialists have skills that increasingly overlap with 
those of communications technicians. Moreover, ﬁrm-speciﬁc training 
is being overshadowed in importance by external, industry-wide certi-
ﬁcations. Examples include BICSI certiﬁcation, which accredits people 
as structured cabling technicians; A+, which certiﬁes a person’s ability 
to diagnose and repair computer hardware; and Cisco, a manufacturer-
sponsored series of accreditations that can be obtained by people with 
proﬁciency in data network conﬁguration and administration. External 
certiﬁcations have become important mechanisms by which applicants, 
particularly the non-college educated, convey their qualiﬁcations to 
employers (Chapple and Zook 2000). 
Another issue facing workforce development innovators is the 
communications industry’s long-term patterns of sex segregation by 
occupation and of racial discrimination. Gender and race segmenta-
tion improved somewhat in the 1970s, particularly for women, as the 
AT&T Bell System became the target of federal efforts to enforce 
equal employment statutes (Noyelle 1987; Batt and Keefe 1999), but 
patterns of occupational dominance remain. In many smaller com-
munications ﬁrms, hiring and promotion practices approximate those 
of the construction trades, which, although improving, have been 
notoriously closed to women and minorities (see Allen 1994). Thus, 
while female and minority applicants may now be more favorably re-
ceived by hiring managers at core ﬁrms, access to smaller ﬁrms still 
requires a personal “bridge”—a contact with someone already em-
ployed at the ﬁrm. Helping low-income urbanites obtain entry-level 
jobs in this industry therefore demands that an organization be prepared 
to do more than train. 
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Technological convergence, the growing role of external certiﬁca-
tions (particularly for applicants without college degrees), and the pat-
terns of labor market discrimination described above have important 
implications for workforce development organizations. In urban areas 
rich with communications infrastructure, training that confers 1) base-
line knowledge of the so-called physical layer of voice and data trans-
mission systems, 2) familiarity with the workings of customer premise 
terminal devices such as personal computers (PCs), phone handsets and 
call distribution systems, and 3) working knowledge of the transmis-
sion devices (switches and routers) that allow telephones and comput-
ers to communicate with one another is valuable in and of itself in the 
labor market. It positions entrants for a number of different career paths 
(see Figure 8.1).3 Whether they can access those paths depends on their 
own initiative and also on the inventiveness of workforce development 
organizations and those who fund them. 
INNOVATIVE LABOR MARKET INTERMEDIARIES 
We turn now to three urban labor market intermediaries whose 
sponsors have identiﬁed this multifaceted career ladder problem in 
communications and IT and created workforce development initiatives 
that help low-income, non-college-educated job seekers to respond to 
its challenges (Table 8.3). These institutions are actually tackling two 
problems simultaneously. The ﬁrst is the dilemma described above—
the decline of within-ﬁrm training and career pathways. The second 
problem is the failure of the primary education system in many urban 
areas to adequately prepare individuals (particularly those from low-
income households) for the labor market. Surveys of employers dem-
onstrate that literacy, basic math proﬁciency and soft skills are crucial 
prerequisites even for relatively low-paying employment, but many job 
seekers have difﬁculty reaching this bar (see Holzer 1996; Harrison and 
Weiss 1998). Planners and program principals at intermediaries striving 
to serve low-income urban populations must at once be conscious of 
industry dynamics and of the multiple needs of their clientele—needs 
that may require aggressive case management and intervention.
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Table 8.3  Case Study Organizations 
Sponsoring 
organization
First year of 
operation
Main funding 
source
Organizational 
partner/s
First step/s on 
career laddera Subsequent steps
East Los Angeles 
Skills Center 
telephone 
installation & 
repair program 
and information 
technology academy 
Los Angeles, CA
East Los Angeles 
Skills Center (part of 
Los Angeles Uniﬁed 
School District—
LAUSD)
1985 
(telephone 
program)
2001 
(information 
technology 
academy)
Los Angeles 
Uniﬁed 
School District 
(LAUSD)
Los Angeles 
Community 
Technology 
and Education 
Center/on-site 
ESL, daycare, 
counseling, basic 
education
LAUSD Division 
of Adult and 
Continuing 
Education 
curricula— 
computer literacy 
and telephone 
installation/repair
C-Tech computer 
cabling 
certiﬁcation; 
CompTIA 
A+; Microsoft 
Certiﬁed Systems 
Engineer 
(MCSE); Network 
Administration
Brooklyn Networks
Brooklyn, NY
Brooklyn Workforce 
Innovations (a 
subsidiary of 
the Fifth Avenue 
Committee)
2001 New York State 
Department of 
Labor InVest 
Program
New York City 
Technical College; 
Communications 
Workers of 
America (CWA) 
District 1
BICSI Installer 
Level 1 curriculum
Individual 
development 
accounts for 
further training 
of participants’ 
choice—BICSI 
Level II or 
Cisco Network 
Administration
Communications 
Workers of America 
H-1B Technical 
Training Project
Fremont, CA
San Jose, CA
Communications 
Workers of America 
National Education 
and Training Trust
2000 U.S. 
Department of 
Labor H-1B 
Visa Grant
Oakland Private 
Industry Council 
(now part of East 
Bay Works)
Basic introductory 
communications 
curriculum—BICSI 
installer concepts, 
DSL, introduction to 
PC technology
CompTIA A+; 
Cisco Network 
Administration
a For detailed explanations of curricula and their acronyms, see Appendix 8A.
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The East Los Angeles Skills Center Telephone Installation and 
Repair Program
The East Los Angeles Skills Center (ELASC), part of the Adult and 
Continuing Education Division of the Los Angeles Uniﬁed School Dis-
trict, is a community-based learning center that contains an alternative 
high school, adult basic education resources, and numerous vocational 
programs. In early 2001, ELASC added a fourth and a ﬁfth stage to 
a standard three-stage progression of courses in microcomputer key-
boarding and operations. The ﬁrst addition is computer network ca-
bling, which teaches students the cabling and software conﬁguration 
skills necessary to link computers to the telecommunications system; 
the second is computer diagnostics and repair, which teaches students 
how to troubleshoot hardware problems within the computers. The net-
work cabling and computer repair courses build the knowledge needed 
to study computer internetworking using both Cisco and Microsoft soft-
ware. Two networking courses represent the ﬁnal steps on the career 
ladder (Figure 8.2). For these courses, ELASC students attend the Com-
munity Technology and Education Center (CTEC), a new facility at the 
Los Angeles River Center building which receives funding both from 
the City of Los Angeles and through the Workforce Investment Act. 
The IT career ladder developed by ELASC and CTEC articulates 
with the basic keyboarding and software applications courses that peo-
ple seeking clerical jobs often elect to take. Thus, some students get off 
the ladder and use their keyboarding and word processing skills to get 
jobs, but those who develop an interest in how computers work have 
a chance to switch to a technical ﬁeld. The ladder also articulates with 
one of ELASC’s strongest blue-collar-oriented programs, Raul Macias’ 
course in telephone and local area network installation and repair.4 Ma-
cias, a former Paciﬁc Telephone and General Telephone and Electric 
(GTE) employee and himself a graduate of ELASC, helps about 200 
students per year complete a curriculum that includes instruction in 
voice and data cabling installation, cable splicing, and troubleshooting 
(on ﬁber optic and copper cable) and the basics of programming elec-
tronic telephones and private branch exchange switches. Most students 
in his course go directly into jobs with southern California telecommu-
nications ﬁrms (either major local exchange carriers like GTE or “in-
terconnect” ﬁrms), often building on Macias’ personal contacts in these 
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Typist/keyboarding (ELASC)
Figure 8.2  ELASC/CTEC Information Technology Career Ladder
Computer operator/literacy (ELASC)
Computer operator/software 
applications (ELASC)
Computer network cabling  
(C-Tech certiﬁcation) 
ELASC
Microcomputer repair 
(CompTIA A+ certiﬁcation) 
ELASC
Introduction to Network Administration (ELASC)
Cisco Network Academy–Cisco Certiﬁed  
Network Associate (CTEC)
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ﬁrms or on relationships that ELASC’s principal, Peter Fernandez, has 
built through an industry advisory board. But many of them turn to the 
ELASC/CTEC training academy, either before seeking a job or once 
employed, for the skill upgrades that make them more marketable in 
either standard telecommunications or more advanced network technol-
ogy occupations (Table 8.4). A student who has successfully completed 
Macias’ communications course would be able to skip network cabling 
and enroll directly in microcomputer repair or network administration 
(see Figure 8.2). These courses are offered at a subsidized cost of $70 
each, well below the price charged by private training vendors.
ELASC emphasizes short-term, competency-based training on the 
“open entry, open exit” model, which has proven successful for other 
programs that work with a disadvantaged clientele, such as San José’s 
Center for Employment Training (Meléndez 1996; Harrison and Weiss 
1998). Courses do not have ﬁxed starting and ending dates. Students 
can start a course at any point and proceed at their own pace. The at-
mosphere approximates that of a workplace rather than that of a school, 
not only because most of the instruction is hands-on but because people 
enter and move on at different times depending on their readiness. In 
the classroom, advanced trainees solidify their knowledge and practice 
their skills by demonstrating tasks for new entrants to the program or by 
informally supervising their work. 
In another parallel to the Center for Employment Training, ELASC 
is closely connected to a variety of indigenous organizations and po-
litical leaders.5 These relationships prove critical in two ways. First, 
support from community leaders and elected ofﬁcials has enabled the 
center, working on its own, to raise funding from state and federal gov-
ernment that augments its budget. Resources from the school district 
alone would only be enough to fund classroom teachers, but with the 
extra funding ELASC is able, among other things, to employ an 11-
member counseling staff and to offer ﬁnancial assistance to telecommu-
nications graduates to help them purchase tools and work boots, which 
many employers require them to own. Second, the center shares its site 
on Selig Place in East Los Angeles with a mental health care provider, 
a community-based English as a Second Language (ESL) provider, and 
a daycare center, all of which help students overcome barriers to com-
pleting their training. It also maintains close relationships with neigh-
borhood groups that are not located at its site. According to Harrison 
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Table 8.4  Success Rate of Information Technology Academy—East Los Angeles Skills Center and Community 
Technology Education Center, September 2001–February 2002
 
Students completed/
enrolled in 
computer network 
cabling course
Students completed/
enrolled in 
microcomputer 
repair (A+ 
certiﬁcation)
Students 
completed/enrolled 
in introductory 
network 
administration
 
Students completed/
enrolled in network 
administration 
(CCNA)
 
 
Graduates placed 
in pertinent 
employment
 
 
 
Average wage at 
placement
30/40 (75%)a 5/20 (25%) 25/100 (25%) 20/50 (40%) 50/80 (62.5%) $15.00/hr
a  Program administrators provided estimates to the nearest 5%.
SOURCE: East Los Angeles Skills Center.
M
elendez B
ook.indb   267
12/16/2004   1:36:13 P
M
268 Wolf-Powers
and Weiss, residents of low-income areas seeking skills and jobs often 
turn to community-based organizations (CBOs), which act as agents 
to “break paths, open doors, insist on quality services, and negotiate 
collectively with employers and governments” (1998, p. 39). ELASC 
clearly serves this function for many of its clients. 
In part because of ELASC’s commitment to short-term vocational 
training that immediately puts people into the labor force, advanced 
training in information technology did not initially seem to ﬁt within its 
mission. But as ELASC and CTEC leaders began working together, the 
idea of an external career ladder that students could climb onto and off 
of eventually took shape. According to an ELASC project coordinator 
who helped develop the relationship with CTEC, “My fear was that 
somebody would have to be here four years to go to work. The commit-
ment we make to vocational students here is that after six months you’ll 
get a job. So we had to make sure that at every point, after every class 
we [sponsored], people would be able to go to work if they wanted.” 
According to their needs and resources, some students choose to go 
straight through the entire progression of courses in the career ladder 
and then seek employment, while some take one or two modules, go to 
work, and return in the evening to upgrade their skills. Others choose to 
step off the ladder at a certain point and hold steady in a particular job 
or rely on informal on-the-job training to advance.
The Adult Division of the Los Angeles Uniﬁed School District has 
supported ELASC with no-strings-attached funding to hire instructors 
and provide training of whatever duration participants require to be-
come competent. But the school district has also given administrators 
the leeway to develop external partnerships, raise funding independent-
ly, and co-locate with other local organizations. The East Los Angeles 
Skills Center has used this ﬂexibility to great advantage and manages 
to combine a CBO-like atmosphere with the resources and wherewithal 
to design curricula and impart technical skills. Staff at ELASC have 
drawn on this strong base as they have worked with CTEC. 
Brooklyn Networks
Whereas the East Los Angeles Skills Center worked with a commu-
nity technology center to build additional rungs onto a communications 
career ladder whose basic skills components already existed in the insti-
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tution, Brooklyn Networks (BN) sought to develop a training program 
that would get people onto a viable “ﬁrst step.” In order to do this, staff 
employed a sectoral strategy, an approach that has gained currency in 
both economic and workforce development in the past several years 
(Clark and Dawson 1995; Bosworth 1998; Fitzgerald 2000). One staff 
member describes how the organization settled on a sector: “We were 
looking around for career ladder jobs in what was then being called the 
“new economy.” We had three criteria: 1) we wanted a growing sector 
where demand was high all along the career ladder; 2) we wanted the 
entry-level, ﬁrst-rung jobs to pay wages that were enough to support 
a family, so that people could make a living wage right away; 3) we 
wanted the jobs to be accessible, so that people could get started in the 
career with relatively short-term training. We hit upon communications 
cabling and discovered that it met our criteria.”
As part of their sectoral approach, staff members at Brooklyn Work-
force Innovations (BWI), the community group that initiated the pro-
gram, did extensive research on New York City’s communications sec-
tor, surveying employers about their labor force needs and employment 
practices.6 They learned that while some of the larger ﬁrms (including 
Verizon, the region’s local exchange carrier) trained their own employ-
ees and had well-deﬁned promotion systems, many of the newer em-
ployers in the industry had very little human resource infrastructure. 
However, these very employers had great need for entry-level work-
ers at the time and expressed interest in hiring graduates of a cabling 
training program. Having gotten a basic picture of the industry (and, 
not incidentally, having built initial bridges to employers), BWI’s staff 
created a program that prepares people to become entry-level commu-
nications cabling installers and then positions those who land at ﬁrms 
without internal career ladders to get additional training in communica-
tions equipment and network installation.
One product of BWI’s research was the decision to use the Build-
ing Industry Consulting Services International (BICSI) Installer Level 
I curriculum. In addition to being known and respected by employers, 
the curriculum has a built-in career ladder, consisting of three separate 
certiﬁcations meant to be earned over a ﬁve-year period. Thus, BICSI 
Level I graduates can continue with the curriculum over time, either 
with employers’ assistance or through Brooklyn Networks’ Individual 
Development Account option (discussed below). Becoming licensed to 
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teach the BICSI curriculum is expensive—an organization must outﬁt 
a laboratory with high priced equipment, send its instructors for train-
ing and certiﬁcation and buy costly materials. (Through a partnership 
arrangement with New York City Technical College, BWI conducts 
classes in a room at the college which it has outﬁtted with state-of-the-
art equipment as speciﬁed by BICSI.) BWI decision makers judge this 
outlay to be worthwhile, however, because BICSI’s deﬁned career path 
jibes with the likely career experience of the program participants. 
A supportive learning environment, with dedicated teachers and a 
team atmosphere, is perhaps the key to the success that Brooklyn Net-
works participants have had in passing the difﬁcult BICSI certiﬁcation 
exam.7 The instructors have many years of industry experience, having 
worked at New York Telephone and its successor, Verizon, in technical 
and managerial positions. It is important to the program’s success, how-
ever, that the instructors also see themselves as educators (one, Rose 
Fahey, holds a masters degree in education). They worked at the begin-
ning of the program to break the BICSI curriculum into what staffer 
Josh Wallack calls “manageable chunks” so that the students would be 
able to understand its concepts more easily.8 Instruction includes two 
days of team-building activity in which students get to know program 
staff (two instructors, a vocational counselor and a job developer) and 
work with one another to develop the sense of teamwork they will need 
to get through the course material and pass the BICSI certiﬁcation 
exam. Students are paired through a buddy system during the training, 
encouraged to practice in groups in the hands-on lab on their own time, 
and offered a “job club” option during the placement phase so that they 
can support one another in their bids to ﬁnd jobs. The extensive experi-
ence that BWI and its parent organization, the Fifth Avenue Committee, 
have in providing social support and advocacy to low-income clients 
has served the organization well here, since a variety of resources are 
readily at hand to help participants meet the challenges inherent in this 
rigorous curriculum.
Another element of BWI’s career ladder strategy is a relationship 
between Brooklyn Networks and local leaders of the Communica-
tions Workers of America (CWA), which represents most employees 
at Verizon and many employees of the area’s smaller cabling ﬁrms. In 
contrast to the way it is in other cities, much of the telecommunica-
tions cabling work done by small ﬁrms within New York City’s ﬁve 
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boroughs is handled by unionized ﬁrms, and a working relationship 
with a union was thus a critical precondition for success. Additionally, 
BWI staff recognized that CWA leaders were well acquainted with the 
concept of skill and wage mobility, having incorporated career ladders 
into collective bargaining agreements with Verizon and its predecessors 
for decades. CWA ofﬁcials have helped BWI develop contacts at small 
cabling infrastructure ﬁrms. CWA leaders have also visited the Brook-
lyn Networks classroom to talk about the communications industry and 
have offered to help prepare BN graduates for the Verizon entry-level 
installer exam.9 Additional opportunities for cooperation may arise if 
CWA locals in the New York area become more involved in designing 
and administering training for telecommunications employees.10 These 
efforts on CWA’s part tie in with the union’s commitment to become 
more inclusive of minorities and to be more active as a force for eco-
nomic development in the city’s low-income communities; BWI has 
provided an opportunity for the union to work in a concrete way toward 
these objectives.
In light of the economic downturn affecting New York City for the 
past several quarters, Brooklyn Networks has achieved a relatively high 
placement rate for graduates, even those who did not pass the BICSI 
certiﬁcation exam (Table 8.5). Making resources available to graduates 
who want to advance further along the career path has now become 
a matter of concern. To that end, BWI has received a grant from the 
Robin Hood Foundation to help Brooklyn Networks graduates set up 
Individual Development Accounts (IDAs). IDAs are matched savings 
accounts similar to Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs); graduates 
contribute monthly, BWI matches their contributions, and the money 
that accumulates ﬁnances additional training. Program staff encourage 
BN graduates to use IDA proceeds either for BICSI Level 2 training or 
for Cisco Network Administration training and couple career counsel-
ing efforts with ﬁnancial literacy seminars.
While its CWA partnership is central to BN’s success, notably ab-
sent is a strong relationship with the city’s Workforce Investment Board 
(WIB). Advocacy groups in New York City have expressed concerns 
about the city’s workforce development system since the inception of 
the WIB in 2000, voicing anxiety that the organization is mired in con-
troversy among city and state agencies and that badly needed efforts to 
link workforce development to economic development are not going 
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Table 8.5  Success Rate of Brooklyn Networks (Brooklyn Workforce Innovations), July 2001–December 2003
Total students 
enrolled
Students completing 
5-week course
Students placed in 
pertinent employment
Average wage at 
placement
% who receive 
beneﬁts with job
89 78 (87.6%) 57 (73.1%)a $10.25/hr. 71b
a  Indicates percentage of those completing course who were placed in telecommunications jobs.
b  Includes 2003 participants only.
SOURCE: Brooklyn Networks.
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forward. Under Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, the city’s Human Resources 
Administration spent only a fraction of the federal funds available for 
workforce development in the city (National Employment Law Proj-
ect 2000; Fischer 2001). Thus, BWI has had to pursue its sector-based 
workforce development strategy on its own, without broader city sup-
port or technical assistance.
CWA National Education and Training Trust (CWA/NETT) H-1B 
Technical Training Project
In addition to collaborating with community-based organizations 
such as Brooklyn Networks, the Communications Workers of America 
acts as a labor market intermediary in its own right. Local union chap-
ters in northern California and Cleveland offer apprenticeship training 
to employees of CWA-represented ﬁrms that do not have the econo-
mies of scale needed to mount internal training efforts (the employers 
pay into a joint apprenticeship training trust fund similar to those that 
exist in the building trades). Collaborations with telecommunications 
equipment enterprises such as Cisco Systems make it possible for CWA 
members nationwide to take online courses leading to advanced techni-
cal certiﬁcations (such as the Cisco Certiﬁed Network Associate cur-
riculum, or CCNA) at reduced cost. 
CWA’s contracts with large communications companies have tra-
ditionally deﬁned career and wage progression for employees of those 
ﬁrms but left the measures up to the companies to implement; the idea 
of union involvement in training is new. CWA ofﬁcials ﬁrst articulated 
it in the late 1980s as they monitored trends in the industry and saw the 
explosion of small telecommunications wiring contractors who were 
being hired (in place of large phone companies) to install voice and 
data infrastructure in commercial buildings. According to Cleveland-
area leader Ed Phillips, an early proponent of broad-based training, 
“If you have basic training in voice and data cabling, you can then go 
on to become proﬁcient in any number of other skills, like data network 
conﬁguration, systems integration, etc. It’s like ﬁngers leading off a 
hand. You can stick with cabling and go in that direction, or you can get 
more involved on the computer side or the router side. Once they have 
the basics, people can learn in a number of directions.”
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The H-1B Technical Training Project, so named because it is fund-
ed by the fees paid to the federal government by applicants for H-1B 
alien work visas, provided career ladder training not for union mem-
bers, but rather for unemployed and underemployed northern California 
residents who have sought assistance from a public sector workforce 
development agency. In getting involved in a more community-orient-
ed workforce development effort in northern California and elsewhere, 
CWA signaled its interest in becoming more engaged in the communi-
ties around its local ofﬁces. This mirrors efforts in the labor movement 
as a whole to leverage education and training to help redeﬁne organized 
labor as a “social movement” with deep roots in communities (see Park-
er and Rogers 2000; Swinney 2001; Takahashi and Meléndez 2002).11
The project, funded by the U.S. Department of Labor through its 
H-1B Skills Training Grant Program, was a partnership with the Oak-
land Private Industry Council, which runs a WIA-designated One-Stop 
Career Center in downtown Oakland under the terms of the Workforce 
Investment Act.12 In 2000 and 2001, the Private Industry Council (PIC) 
recruited and oriented 126 participants in Oakland, and students trav-
eled to the CWA/NETT site (originally located 30 miles south in Fre-
mont, but eventually housed at CWA Local 9423 in San José). There 
they took a two-week, 60-hour training course that covered the basics 
of structured voice and data cabling, direct subscriber line (DSL) tech-
nology, and personal computer technology. They then had the option 
of continuing: CWA and PIC staff encouraged students who had com-
pleted the foundation training to return to CWA’s facility for upgrade 
training as computer technicians (known as A+) or as internetworking 
technicians (using the CCNA curriculum). Although the program no 
longer is in operation, it showed promise: by December 2001, 38 per-
cent of the graduates of the two-week course had registered for upgrad-
ing (Table 8.6). Some of the participants treated A+ and CCNA train-
ing as direct continuations of their initial training and continued to be 
full-time “learners,” while others got jobs and returned to CWA in their 
spare time to gain the skills necessary for advancement. 
The career ladder component of the northern California H-1B pro-
gram was accessed primarily through distance learning. Though most 
program graduates were physically present in CWA’s Cisco training lab 
for A+ and CCNA instruction, the courses themselves were taught on-
line through an arrangement between the CWA and Stanly Community 
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Table  8.6  Success Rate of CWA/NETT and Oakland Private Industry Council H-1B Technical Skills Training 
Program, July 2000–November 2001
 
 
 
Students enrolled
 
 
Students completing 
2-week course
 
Total students 
employed as of 
March 2002
 
Students in 
pertinent 
employmenta
 
 
Average wage at 
placementb
Completing 
students who have 
enrolled in A+ or 
CCNA
126 105 (83%) 68 (65%) 21 (20%) $12.76/hr. 40 (38%)
a  Indicates percentage of those who completed course who were placed in telecommunications jobs as of March 2002.
b  Wages are for the 18 students in pertinent employment whose starting wages could be veriﬁed.
SOURCE: CWA/NETT.
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College in Albemarle, North Carolina.13 Staff members of CWA/NETT 
served as proctors, helping students in the lab as necessary, but there 
were no formal class sessions. This aspect enabled students to come to 
the training lab when it was convenient for them and to learn at their 
own pace, echoing ELASC’s open entry/open exit approach. It reduced 
students’ sense of being part of an organized effort, however, since al-
though they had online mentors from the community college and proc-
tors in the lab, they did not have classmates in the traditional sense and 
their primary interaction was with a computer program. This ﬂexibility 
and independence was better suited to some learners than to others, ac-
cording to program director Jim Landers.
A challenge that faced the CWA/NETT H-1B program was its dis-
tance—in many senses—from its workforce development partners in 
Oakland. The Fremont site where the training classes were ﬁrst held 
was a 40-minute drive from Oakland (where most participants live), 
and the facility later moved farther south to San Jose. Although the 
PIC worked with local community groups to arrange transportation 
from Oakland to the CWA training site, the physical distance from the 
city posed problems for participants, particularly in the skill-upgrading 
phase. The division of labor between the union education center and the 
Private Industry Council, an arrangement in which participants trained 
at a CWA site but remain tied to the PIC for social support and job place-
ment, created distance of a less tangible sort. CWA/NETT concluded 
that a union entity was less well suited than the PIC to handle case 
management and job placement. Yet the union’s less involved stance, 
particularly with regard to placement, arguably reduced students’ infor-
mal contact with union members and employers and thus canceled out 
some of the advantages that a union might have been expected to have 
in the workforce development arena.
CWA/NETT’s experiment with providing training to the largely 
economically disadvantaged population served by WIA one-stop cen-
ters in the East Bay concluded at the end of 2002 after eight two-week 
telecommunications overview courses. The computer laboratory con-
tinued to be available through 2002 to graduates of these classes, as 
well as to others referred by the one-stop. CWA/NETT staff conducted 
classroom instruction leading to A+ and CCNA certiﬁcation—four A+ 
courses and three CCNA trainings through December of that year. After 
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that, however, CWA staff began to direct their efforts entirely toward 
skill upgrading for people who were already members of the union. 
The reasons behind this shift—or, rather, this step back from an 
arena the union had been tentatively exploring—are various. First, the 
economic picture had clouded since CWA/NETT was founded, and 
there are fewer technical jobs in the information infrastructure indus-
try available at entry level to people with short-term training, or even 
with A+ and Cisco certiﬁcation. Second, and perhaps more importantly, 
CWA as an institution is pulled in several directions by the changing 
economy. On one hand, union leaders are motivated by a desire to rep-
resent a greater proportion of the increasingly diverse (and increasingly 
contingent) communications and information workforce. Technological 
transformations such as the move toward broadband connectivity, com-
bined with the trend away from company-provided training, make skill 
development a strategic area for the union.14 In this view, the union’s 
implementation of public sector grants to train underemployed and 
unemployed workers is an opportunity to help build a pool of skilled 
workers and to stimulate enthusiasm for the union. It is also a way for 
the union to fulﬁll an expansive social mission rather than taking the 
bread and butter approach which many believe has contributed to union 
decline in recent decades (Takahashi and Meléndez 2002). 
At the same time, CWA remains a membership organization. In the 
communications sector, local leaders and their national counterparts 
represent the interests of existing members, most of whom work for 
the still heavily regulated former Bell companies. Locals representing 
these members are often focused on preserving employment security, 
high wages, and traditional job ladders within ﬁrms whose employment 
practices, although in ﬂux, remain based on internal labor markets. In 
this view, the union’s efforts to train underemployed and unemployed 
workers are superﬂuous, since training has traditionally been, and should 
continue to be, the province of employers. Tension between these two 
points of view has affected the CWA in recent years and was likely a 
contributing factor in the union’s decision not to seek federal funding to 
continue the H-1B project in its initial form after 2002. The union has, 
however, rededicated itself to promoting skill upgrading among exist-
ing members, both to help them achieve mobility within their compa-
nies and to make job transition easier in the event they are laid off.
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TOWARD A SET OF GENERAL PRINCIPLES FOR 
CAREER LADDER STRATEGIES IN THE INFORMATION 
INFRASTRUCTURE INDUSTRY
The three programs proﬁled in this report are dedicated to helping 
their clients achieve basic proﬁciency in telecommunications infrastruc-
ture installation. They are also striving to provide resources that those 
clients who are not placed in workplaces with internal career ladders 
can use to move beyond their ﬁrst jobs. Culled from a larger sample 
of eleven intermediaries in the ﬁeld, they represent the diversity—in 
terms of both sponsoring organizations and program components—of 
programs that exist to support people on this particular career path. 
While one must always qualify an attempt to generalize from a 
small sample, the case studies that underlie these proﬁles yield some 
principles that policymakers and funders can apply to future initiatives. 
Examined together, the three cases impart important lessons about how 
to organize and replicate viable career ladder–oriented training for low-
income job seekers. The lessons are most applicable in the communi-
cations and IT sectors, but they have implications for other sectors in 
which career and wage progression exist and in which living-wage jobs 
are both identiﬁable at entry level and attainable by non-college-edu-
cated applicants. The following principles can be gleaned.
1) Research that identiﬁes articulation points between telecommu-
nications and IT skill sets, and that develops a picture of how access to 
the industry is structured in a particular labor market, enables organi-
zations to develop interventions that help their clients progress along 
external career ladders. 
The convergence of voice, data, audio, and video technologies in 
ofﬁces and homes, together with profound structural change in the reg-
ulated telecommunications industry, calls for a revised understanding of 
occupations, certiﬁcation practices and career ladders in both telecom-
munications and IT. The organizations proﬁled in this chapter have tak-
en up that challenge, recognizing that the skill sets of telecommunica-
tions technicians exist on a continuum with those of computer network 
administrators and that external certiﬁcations (rather than within-ﬁrm 
training) are often the key to advancement. Beyond this recognition lies 
a pedagogical issue: that it is crucial not only to identify these articula-
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tion points between skill sets but also to shape the curriculum materials 
associated with external certiﬁcations, targeting them to learners with a 
high school education or less. 
It is also important that intermediaries understand the structure of 
access to information infrastructure jobs in their local labor markets. 
Brooklyn Networks’ assessment of the sources of labor market demand 
for telecommunications technicians in the New York area informed its 
choices of curriculum and organizational partners, which have been key 
elements in its success. The other two organizations (ELASC/CTEC 
and CWA/Oakland One-Stop) have not conducted as thorough and ex-
plicit an analysis of local labor markets: here the research is more infor-
mal, based in Los Angeles on an industry advisory board and in the East 
Bay area on unions’ familiarity with local employers. 
2) Successful IT career ladder systems for low-income individuals 
have three components: links to organizations and social institutions 
in their communities, technical expertise in training for the sector, and 
strong relationships with employers. 
Workforce development research consistently shows that social 
supports, high quality training, and access to employers are the three 
keys to helping low-income job seekers move from unemployment or 
underemployment into living-wage labor markets. The case studies here 
demonstrate that this is, unsurprisingly, equally true for programs that 
have career mobility as an objective. They also demonstrate, however, 
that in creating a program with these components, a variety of combina-
tions of internal resources and external partnerships are viable. Some of 
the necessary strengths come from within the sponsoring organizations, 
while others are achieved through collaboration with organizational 
partners and cosponsors. To echo the ﬁndings of another recent study of 
technology training programs, “Regional partnerships and coordination 
maximize the impact of training efforts, allowing programs to focus on 
their strengths” (Chapple et al. 2000b, p. 20). 
3) The participation of community-based service and advocacy or-
ganizations in information infrastructure training consortia contributes 
to programs’ success. 
Training low-income individuals for occupations where technical 
expertise and certiﬁcation are involved requires the participation of in-
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stitutions (whether ﬁrms, colleges, or labor unions) that are not strictly 
neighborhood-based. But this study also conﬁrms the logical precept 
that such training is rarely effective without the participation of com-
munity-based organizations (Harrison and Weiss 1998; Glasmeier, Nel-
son, and Thompson 2000; Fleischer 2001). The level of trust that com-
munity-based service and advocacy groups can achieve among partici-
pants enables them to do effective case management, helping trainees 
to cope with family issues, transportation, and child care and helping to 
guide them toward educational support when needed. The involvement 
of CBOs’ leaders as mentors and advocates also helps participants to 
challenge traditional patterns of gender and racial segmentation in tech-
nology-intensive industries. ELASC instructor Raul Macias welcomes 
women into the telephone repair course, for example, and his encour-
agement builds their conﬁdence in their technical abilities. Brooklyn 
Networks staff members, in their pursuit of strategic partnerships, as-
sume a role that might be described as a combination of job develop-
ment and client advocacy. They have successfully engaged New York 
area CWA locals (whose leadership is primarily white and male) in 
promoting Brooklyn Networks graduates (who are primarily black and 
Hispanic) to CWA-represented contractors as potential hires.
4) Institutional and ﬁnancial support from the public sector, espe-
cially at the local level, could improve and expand career ladder initia-
tives for information infrastructure occupations. 
In the cases proﬁled here, organizations have tailored training to 
career pathways they have identiﬁed. In doing so, they have developed 
partnerships and funding streams. But their efforts are not systematically 
tied, ﬁnancially or organizationally, into broader regional sectoral strat-
egies for workforce development. The exception here is ELASC/CTEC, 
where Los Angeles ofﬁcials have dedicated Workforce Investment Act 
dollars to the latter part of the IT skills continuum. In general, however, 
decision makers at local Workforce Investment Boards could do more 
to strengthen career ladder programs in the information infrastructure 
industry. In particular, they could support efforts to provide upgrade 
training to technology workers at small ﬁrms that lack formal training 
programs. This would be a promising investment because incumbent 
workers, with relatively short training courses, could advance to ﬁll 
higher-level openings and make room at entry level for other trainees. 
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5) Labor unions help to structure entry-level access to the telecom-
munications and IT sectors, but their role is an ambivalent one. 
Effective labor intermediaries, according to Fitzgerald, have the 
capacity not only to connect supply with demand, but also to inﬂu-
ence demand (2000, p. 29). Although community colleges, Community 
Development Corporations (CDCs), and other training providers have 
successfully persuaded employers to train more intensively and to take 
high-skill, high-wage paths to proﬁtability, unions, by virtue of collec-
tive bargaining agreements, are in a unique position to wield such in-
ﬂuence. The industry’s history of unionization is a partial explanation 
for why most telecommunications technicians earn high wages, even 
in nonunion ﬁrms. Thus, one might expect best practice approaches to 
career ladder–oriented training in this ﬁeld to routinely involve unions. 
As the proﬁle of the CWA’s H-1B program demonstrates, howev-
er, the reality is more complicated. Unions in telecommunications are 
pulled in many directions by the changing structure of their industry. 
They are motivated both to expand the scope of their membership and 
activities in concert with a rapidly changing industry and to fulﬁll the 
expectations of members still operating under the rules of the old in-
dustry. Unions are also inexperienced at being workforce development 
organizations and at dealing with the requirements of public funding 
sources. As a result, models such as Brooklyn Networks, which rely 
on close relationships with unions but do not involve them as primary 
program sponsors, may ultimately be the most effective way of drawing 
on unions’ strengths. 
CONCLUSION
 The information infrastructure industry is one of a small number of 
sectors in which living-wage entry-level jobs are accessible with brief 
training, and in which a career ladder is evident. In this sector, industry 
analysis suggests, some individuals will be fortunate enough to obtain 
ﬁrst jobs with employers that have internal career tracks (such as the 
former Bell local exchange carriers). Some will learn enough on the 
job that they will be able to advance across ﬁrm boundaries on their 
own. Some will, because of time constraints, educational limitations, or 
preference, remain in an entry-level job by choice (see Fitzgerald 2000; 
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Fitzgerald and Carlson 2000). But many will be involuntarily stuck on 
the ﬁrst rung of the job ladder. 
The organizations described here are working to position low-in-
come clients to take fuller advantage of career ladders that exist in 
the information infrastructure industry. This entails putting people on 
track—i.e., introducing them to a sector in which they may not have 
considered becoming employed—then, helping them to get entry-
level positions, and, ﬁnally, creating infrastructure within which they 
can access skill upgrading and career counseling and move to higher-
skilled, more remunerative jobs. Their training job has been made more 
straightforward by the existence of external certiﬁcations such as BICSI 
and Cisco, and all three programs identiﬁed the need for certain basic 
components: links to organizations and social institutions in their com-
munities, technical expertise in training for the sector, and close rela-
tionships with employers. 
Organizations whose leaders are thinking beyond the standard 
workforce development outcomes of job placement and retention are 
unusual. A push from federal and state funding sources could catalyze 
change in this area, as could more concerted interest from local Work-
force Investment Boards. The U.S. Department of Labor has shown a 
promising interest in training for incumbent workers in recent years 
(Fitzgerald 2000). The high-growth information infrastructure sector 
would be an excellent candidate for investment in incumbent worker 
training, because if such training succeeded, it would create more en-
try-level, relatively high-wage opportunities in urban areas for workers 
with short-term training. 
Notes
 1.  While large ﬁrms often provide training, pensions, and health insurance and pay 
efﬁciency wages, outside contractors to which functions are outsourced tend to 
forego these practices and tolerate low quality and high turnover.
 2.  For discussions of all three trends, see Cappelli et al. 1997; Herzenberg, Alic, and 
Wial 1998; Osterman 1999.
 3. The career paths conception outlined in Figure 8.1 is a result of the author’s 
interviews with training providers, employers, and academic specialists in work-
force development in the three focus regions—northern and southern California 
and New York City. 
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 4.  Since word processing and other clerical work on computers have traditionally 
been female-dominated, most of the participants who enter the career path from 
this direction are women, whereas most of the people who enter from the tele-
phone class are men. In the computer support and networking courses, then, 
there is a more equal gender mix.
 5.  While ofﬁcially part of the school district, ELASC’s original parent was a War 
on Poverty-funded community learning center started in the mid-1960s, and the 
institution has clearly been intent on keeping what one leader referred to as its 
“personal touch, its ability to work with people individually.” 
 6. Brooklyn Networks is a project of Brooklyn Workforce Innovations, which is the 
workforce development subsidiary of the Fifth Avenue Committee, a community 
development and advocacy organization serving South Brooklyn.
 7.  Instruction for an initial class of 18 students began in July 2001, and  in May 
2004 the program completed its fourteenth ﬁve-week cycle. Participants attend 
class six hours a day, ﬁve days a week, with part of each day devoted to employ-
ability skills and workplace professionalism.
 8.  The BICSI curriculum is designed for learners with higher educational levels 
than most of the low-income job seekers participating in Brooklyn Networks, 
despite the fact that participants are required to be at only an eighth grade reading 
level.
 9.  However, Verizon has not hired new employees at entry level since 2001.
 10.  CWA and Verizon considered forming a hiring hall–type structure through which 
Verizon installation and repair workers would be employed on an as-needed ba-
sis but were unable to come to agreement on how it would be structured. 
11. The Takahashi and Meléndez paper appears as a chapter in this volume.
 12.  Under the same Department of Labor grant, CWA/NETT works in the Washing-
ton, DC, area with students referred through the Workforce Investment Board of 
Prince George’s County, Maryland. 
 13.  If they wish, individuals can take the community college–sponsored courses us-
ing their home computers, but most of the participants in this program do not 
have Internet connections in their homes. 
 14.  One local leader in northern California commented, “We feel we have to become 
a training ground for the worker. In this age the Bells are moving away from the 
old ‘we train you, we know it all’ model. Especially in an economic downturn, 
training costs are scrutinized. Training is an area that is pushed away.”
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Appendix 8A
Telecommunications and Networking 
Technician Certiﬁcation Models
BICSI INSTALLER CERTIFICATION
Building Industry Consulting Services International (BICSI), is a 
professional association for telecommunications infrastructure design 
and installation ﬁrms. It has been in existence since 1974, mainly as 
a trade association for cable plant designers and engineers. In 1997 it 
began a program to train and certify cable installers and technicians. In-
staller training is offered at BICSI conferences and seminars held in dif-
ferent parts of the country and is also licensed to proprietary schools and 
to local groups (such as Brooklyn Networks). BICSI’s training teaches 
basic knowledge of premise cabling standards and cabling media, as 
well as techniques for “pulling” cable, splicing it, terminating it, testing 
networks, and troubleshooting problems. Its more advanced levels in-
troduce LAN hardware and software. Certiﬁcation is awarded to people 
who pass BICSI exams regardless of whether they have been through 
the training. The unsubsidized cost of each level of BICSI training is 
$950, plus exam fees. 
C-TECH ASSOCIATES NETWORK CABLING SPECIALIST 
CERTIFICATION
C-Tech Associates Incorporated is a New Jersey–based training 
company that has developed short-term job training curricula to prepare 
people for entry-level network cabling jobs. C-Tech courses are taught 
using equipment that is stored in small cases, which means that the 
sponsoring institution does not have to build out an expensive lab and 
can use space ﬂexibly. C-Tech designs, develops, and manufactures the 
classroom equipment. Since its founding in 1995, C-Tech has expand-
ed to more than 260 certiﬁed training facilities (CTFs) throughout the 
United States. C-Tech training materials are used by community col-
leges, high schools, U.S. Job Corps centers, correctional facilities, and 
trade unions. The East Los Angeles Skills Center is one such facility.
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A+ COMPUTER TECHNICIAN CERTIFICATION 
The A+ certiﬁcation is sponsored by the Computing Technology 
Industry Association (CompTIA), a trade association made up of com-
puting and communications companies. A+ certiﬁed students can dem-
onstrate competency in troubleshooting hardware for IBM compatibles 
and/or Macintosh computers using MS-DOS, MS Windows, or Mac OS 
software. A+ is a vendor-neutral standard, which means that holders 
of the certiﬁcation can be assumed to know how to troubleshoot and 
repair hardware problems with all PCs. A+ is chieﬂy an exam, not a cur-
riculum, though it is possible to buy from CompTIA a job task analysis 
which outlines the competencies covered on the exam (some training 
organizations have used this as the basis for developing a curriculum). 
According to CompTIA, the A+ exam is “targeted for entry-level com-
puter service technicians with at least six months’ on-the-job experi-
ence,”  but it may also be useful for helping telecom technician trainees 
gain basic proﬁciency with computing hardware. A San Francisco–
based effort to train disadvantaged adults as network administrators has 
used A+ certiﬁcation as a beginning step in that process—helping the 
trainees gain basic familiarity with PCs through A+, then moving them 
into Cisco Certiﬁed Network Associate training (described below).
MANUFACTURER CERTIFICATIONS
This type of certiﬁcation is issued by manufacturers of cabling and 
network equipment as a marketing tool and distribution strategy. A 
manufacturer offers an installation contractor free or inexpensive train-
ing for the contractor’s employees in the installation and maintenance 
of a particular kind of cabling or network switch; when the designers 
and installers employed by the contractor complete the vendor-speciﬁc 
course, the contractor becomes authorized to install and maintain that 
manufacturer’s equipment. Installation contractors use manufacturer 
certiﬁcations to promote their services to potential customers. They may 
also act as value added resellers, marketing and reselling the equipment 
of the manufacturers with which they are afﬁliated. 
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THE CISCO CERTIFIED NETWORK ASSOCIATE (CCNA) 
CERTIFICATION 
The CCNA is a manufacturer certiﬁcation focused on LANs and 
WANs powered by Cisco switches and routers. Unlike other manufac-
turers, Cisco has made its exams—along with an extensive training 
program—available through training partner locations (where instruc-
tor-led training is offered) and through remote learning labs, where stu-
dents learn by means of a Web-based curriculum. Trade schools, com-
munity colleges, unions and even CBOs have become training partners 
and lab locations; they essentially resell Cisco training to students (in 
the case of nonproﬁts, they provide it at cost or at a subsidized price). 
Cisco training is said to be about 20 percent speciﬁc to Cisco products 
and 80 percent generic, so many people take the Cisco route to becom-
ing familiar with the installation, conﬁguration, and operation of LANs, 
WANs, and dial-up access services. CCNA training has been suggested 
as a follow-on to A+ training and to basic cabling training.1 The CWA 
has negotiated a special arrangement with Cisco and has set up several 
Cisco remote labs with the goal of providing union members with skills 
upgrading opportunities.
Appendix Note
1.  Cisco also offers two additional levels of training: CCNP (network professional) 
and CCIE (internetworking expert).
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Federal policies in employment training and assistance for the 
nation’s low-income population have changed dramatically since wel-
fare reform was ofﬁcially launched with the enactment of the Person-
al Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 
(PRWORA).  A major component of federal welfare reform has been 
the Welfare-to-Work (WtW) grant to states to facilitate the transition of 
welfare recipients into the workplace. These grants target the Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) participants who are considered 
least employable: those without a high school education and those with 
low reading or math skills, substance abuse problems, or poor work his-
tories. In addition, WtW grants focus on participants about to reach their 
time limit on TANF. These major changes in federal welfare have result-
ed in a policy shock to the federally assisted employment training sys-
293
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tem at the state and local levels. The employment training system is now 
oriented towards serving the most disadvantaged populations and em-
phasizing job placement over training and education.1
The objective of this paper is to ascertain how community colleges 
have responded to the WtW initiative and to assess the implications of 
their participation in these programs for local workforce development 
systems. Community colleges serve as key institutions in the restruc-
turing of local labor markets. With a long history as sponsors of em-
ployment and training programs targeting both disadvantaged popula-
tions and speciﬁc local industry needs, community colleges are well 
positioned to occupy a central role as local and regional labor market 
intermediaries. Whether they can take advantage of welfare reform to 
maintain or advance their position as labor market intermediaries will 
depend on the ever-changing local policies governing work require-
ments for TANF participants and the internal dynamics of the colleges 
themselves.
Overall, we found that community colleges responded effectively 
and creatively to the challenges posed to them by welfare reform, and 
they have shown that they are capable of playing a major role in region-
al labor markets. They have beneﬁted from favorable state regulations 
regarding welfare programs, but beyond that, the extent to which com-
munity colleges have responded successfully to welfare reform initia-
tives at the local level has been determined largely by internal factors. 
These factors include the college leadership’s commitment to a com-
prehensive mission for the college, the existence of programs and prior 
experiences serving the disadvantaged at the college, favorable faculty 
and staff attitudes toward non-degree programs, and a proactive leader-
ship promoting and articulating ongoing relations and collaborations 
with local labor, businesses, industries, and social service agencies.
We adopted a two-step method for the study. First, we conducted 
a survey of 251 community colleges in the United States. This sample 
was drawn from a sampling frame of more than a thousand community 
colleges throughout the country, compiled from various lists includ-
ing the membership rolls of the American Association of Community 
Colleges (AACC), the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Univer-
sities (HACU), and the Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCU).2  In the survey, we asked administrators about their involve-
ment in WtW programs as well as other programs serving socially dis-
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advantaged students. In particular, we collected information on the level 
of staff dedication, support services, and case management in programs 
targeting welfare recipients; on the linkages between TANF and degree 
programs; and on the extent of employer participation in the programs. 
The survey of community colleges indicates that about 80 percent 
of community colleges nationwide offer some kind of TANF program. 
Most of these are spinoffs of programs that existed prior to the enact-
ment of PRWORA, although a large proportion of the colleges surveyed 
designed completely new programs to meet the stricter requirements of 
WtW regulations. TANF programs were designed to respond directly 
to policy regulations emphasizing job placement and work experience. 
Almost all TANF programs that we surveyed offered short-term train-
ing and internships with employers. In general, we found that student 
outcomes from these programs were comparable to outcomes for other 
training providers such as community-based organizations (CBOs) 
operating under the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA). Adminis-
trators at community colleges interviewed for the study estimate that 
two-thirds of students complete the programs in which they enroll and 
slightly more than three-quarters ﬁnd jobs in the areas in which they 
train. However, our most interesting ﬁnding is that, contrary to JTPA-
like classroom-based skills training, nearly all of these programs (90.4 
percent) also offer college preparatory courses and most of the short-
term training (71.2 percent) is articulated to degree programs, so that 
academic work is conducive to one’s long-term educational goals. This 
makes community colleges important regional labor force intermedi-
aries because they can train the unemployed for entry-level jobs and 
provide a stepping stone for academic and career advancement.      
The survey data provided a general picture, based on quantitative 
indicators, of how much relative progress community colleges had 
made in responding to local WtW initiatives. We used this information 
to rank the colleges in terms of their degree of institutional involvement 
with WtW initiatives. We categorized community colleges according 
to whether each one 1) had already implemented WtW programs and 
was actively developing new ones; 2) had some relatively small WtW 
programs or was in the initial stages of program development; or 3) 
indicated that it was not actively engaged in adapting existing programs 
or designing new programs targeting WtW participants.
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In the second phase of the study, based on ﬁndings from the survey 
data, we selected seven community colleges to visit for in-depth case 
studies. The seven campuses selected represent the ﬁrst group, those 
who have pursued the development of WtW programs more aggres-
sively. These campuses are examples of what we classiﬁed as the “most 
advanced” community colleges in terms of their involvement with 
WtW programs. In general, they also offered multiple employment ser-
vices and programs and were integral participants in local workforce 
development networks. The selected colleges are not representative of 
all community colleges, either in the survey sample or nationwide, but 
rather represent community colleges’ “best practice” in the workforce 
development ﬁeld. We selected colleges for the case studies from each 
of the three size clusters identiﬁed in the study. We chose two commu-
nity colleges each from two large urban areas (Los Angeles and New 
York), two from medium-sized cities (Fresno, California, and Denver), 
and one from a small city (Valencia, New Mexico).
A listing of the case studies involving these seven colleges is pre-
sented in an appendix to this chapter. The case studies provide an in-
depth look at the patterns identiﬁed by the survey data, and we present 
our ﬁndings in more detail in subsequent sections.3 The comparative 
analysis of the case studies is based on the assessment of four critical 
areas for programs that specialize in meeting the job training needs of 
disadvantaged populations.  Based on prior research, these four impor-
tant functions of programs serving the disadvantaged include 1) case 
management and social support services, 2) instruction and academic 
support services, 3) overall program design and integration with other 
academic units, and 4) links to industry and employers.4 Serving wel-
fare participants requires signiﬁcant resources and changes in all four of 
these institutional functions. The institutional functions facilitate train-
ing by taking into account participants’ social and educational needs 
and barriers, by making program participation easier, and by providing 
students with necessary support and connections to employers and en-
try-level jobs.
The next section of the paper begins with an overview of the poten-
tial of community colleges in the current realignment of employment 
and training systems. Like other institutions, community colleges have 
responded with several strategies, including adapting existing programs 
and courses to comply with WtW regulations. Many community colleg-
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es have also begun to design and develop entirely new programs. The 
section ends by explaining why, in our opinion, community colleges 
have the potential to become premier regional workforce development 
intermediaries. The potential role of community colleges depends on 
the colleges’ ability to convert WtW programs from a short-term op-
tion into the ﬁrst rung of a longer-term career ladder for disadvantaged 
workers. In this context, community colleges are in a unique position 
to beneﬁt from the new Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and federally 
sponsored training programs.
In the section after that, we present the ﬁndings from the seven case 
studies conducted in ﬁve cities, summarizing key lessons from the ﬁeld. 
The intent of this discussion is to provide concrete examples of how 
community colleges have implemented WtW programs and to discuss 
how these examples illustrate the institutional dynamics affecting com-
munity colleges and their emerging role as local labor market interme-
diaries. In the last section we discuss how welfare reform has strength-
ened the position of community colleges as regional labor force inter-
mediaries. Their innovation in response to the WtW policy shock has 
expanded their opportunities to engage in long-term partnerships with 
local labor and social agencies, employers, and community groups. 
COMMUNITY COLLEGES AND WORKFORCE 
DEVELOPMENT
The workforce development ﬁeld has evolved tremendously since 
the enactment of PRWORA. An early study by Public/Private Ventures, 
a social policy demonstration and evaluation organization, that exam-
ined how WtW policy affected the employment training system in 13 
states concludes that welfare reform “overwhelmed” the system (Elliott, 
Spangler, and Yorkievitz 1998). However, the authors recognize that 
even within the context of the limitations imposed by the work ﬁrst ap-
proach, which emphasizes short-term placement goals for participants, 
community-based organizations and other service providers have ex-
plored programmatic directions that are now leading the way to a more 
comprehensive restructuring of the local employment training system. 
It is generally acknowledged that employment training programs are 
not typically synchronized with job-speciﬁc demand for workers; in-
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stead they focus primarily on general skills acquisition for participants 
regardless of relevancy (Grubb 1996). The study indicates that employ-
ers are taking a more proactive role in designing and supporting training 
programs targeting welfare recipients. Job training programs’ proactive 
coordination of WtW initiatives with the private sector has encouraged 
employer participation. 
Other evidence suggests that employment training administra-
tors have redesigned programs to take into account best practices in 
workforce development, speciﬁcally the simultaneous provision of 
skill acquisition, job-readiness processes, and industry-speciﬁc skills 
(Greenberg, Strawn, and Plimpton 1999a; Grubb 1999; Meléndez and 
Suárez 2001). Among the practices incorporated in the redesign of old 
programs and the design of new ones are the targeting of speciﬁc indus-
try sectors and occupations (sectoral strategies) and the simulation of 
workplace dynamics in job training programs (Elliot and King 1999). 
Researchers have also identiﬁed a signiﬁcant number of programs pro-
viding post-placement support for inexperienced workers (Golonka and 
Matus-Grossman 2001).  These reports conﬁrm the ﬁndings from an 
earlier survey of effective CBO-based programs that assist welfare re-
cipients with the transition to work. Stokes (1996) and the U.S. General 
Accounting Ofﬁce (USGAO) (1996) found that effective programs pro-
vide case management to participants, offer job-readiness training that 
includes life management skills, and serve as a reliable connection to 
employers. When necessary, vocational training is part of the program 
and targets the identiﬁed needs of local employers. These programs 
screen participants for the appropriate skills and match them to the most 
suitable jobs given their proﬁles and experiences. 
Within this context of policy changes and responses from employ-
ers and other service providers, community colleges have become key 
players in the system of delivery of training services to the population 
targeted by WtW grants (Bosworth 1997; Carnevale and Desrochers 
1997, 2001; Falcone 1994; Fitzgerald 2000; Fitzgerald and Jenkins 
1997; Gennett, Johnstone, and Wilson 2001; Golonka and Matus-Gross-
man 2001; Gooden and Matus-Grossman 2001; Grubb, 1999a,b, 2001; 
Grubb et al. 1999;  Meléndez and Suárez 2001; McCabe 1997; Strawn 
1998). Traditionally, community colleges have served different popula-
tions than four-year colleges, in both socioeconomic status and level of 
academic preparation. In addition, some of the training programs of-
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fered by community colleges’ short-term programs are consistent with 
PRWORA demands for an accelerated transition into the workplace. 
Still, for many community colleges, the necessity of participating in 
the training activities ﬂowing from the new legislation has prompted 
them to develop new programs and structures to meet a stringent set of 
program requirements (Katsinas et al. 1999).
Community colleges typically offer a mix of academic programs to 
TANF participants. Most liberal arts programs in community colleges, 
along with social sciences and business, have so-called articulation 
agreements with four-year colleges where credits taken as part of an 
associate’s degree program are transferable to a bachelor’s degree pro-
gram. In some states, like Florida, the state mandates the transferability 
of credits for the higher education system as a whole, rendering such 
articulation agreements unnecessary. However, not all of the vocational 
courses taken as part of an associate’s degree are transferable to pro-
grams in four-year colleges. In our study we paid particular attention to 
the articulation of non-degree programs to degree programs. Most new 
programs designed to serve welfare recipients have a signiﬁcant com-
ponent of continuing education or noncredit courses. These courses, 
such as General Equivalency Degree (GED) preparation and English as 
a Second Language, are helpful in advancing participants’ basic skills 
to the level required by basic academic courses. Most programs enacted 
prior to PRWORA that serve the disadvantaged or engage in contract-
based employee training have a strong component of noncredit courses. 
In particular, job readiness and life skills courses and workshops, which 
are so essential to the design of WtW programs, are not generally col-
lege level courses. So, not all courses are transferable to more advanced 
degree programs; however, the importance of articulation, where work 
in preparatory training courses is counted as a prerequisite for more 
advanced courses and awarded college credits, cannot be overstated. 
Short-term vocational training programs that are designed to feed par-
ticipants into certiﬁcate and degree programs create, by deﬁnition, an 
opportunity for advancement.
Providing the opportunity for academic and career advancement 
is, theoretically, the greatest advantage of community colleges over 
other employment training institutions, such as community-based job-
training organizations and employer-based training. In a survey of the 
research on work-oriented programs for welfare recipients, which in-
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cluded the National Supported Work Demonstration, Work Incentive 
Program (WIN), and Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS), Guer-
on (1990) concludes that these programs offer valuable lessons about 
the potential for large-scale and effective transformation of the welfare 
system. However, she also warns that the evidence suggests that pro-
gram impacts have been modest, that many trainees remain dependent 
on some form of assistance or work-related support, and that poverty 
is not signiﬁcantly reduced. Community colleges that link short-term 
vocational and job readiness training to long-term education and struc-
tured advancement opportunities can overcome some of the most criti-
cal limitations of past efforts at work-based welfare reform (Greenberg, 
Strawn, and Plimpton 1999).5 As such, community colleges offer the 
best opportunity for disadvantaged workers to advance their skill level 
and training.
Community colleges have shown employers in many parts of the 
country that their programs can become reliable sources for well-
trained workers. And many state labor and social service agencies have 
seen that community colleges have the capacity and experience to serve 
a large number of disadvantaged students by creating specialized sup-
port programs and adapting their existing infrastructure to meet these 
students’ needs. Community colleges have demonstrated that they can 
engage in mutually beneﬁcial collaborations with community-based 
and church-based organizations as well as with business and industry 
groups. Above all, community colleges can provide numerous educa-
tional programs for any partnership and can connect short-term voca-
tional training with long-term education.
WIA has established a framework for long-term reform of the sys-
tem in which community colleges are positioned to beneﬁt as much 
from the new policy framework as any other type of service provider. 
In a policy brieﬁng to its membership, the American Association of 
Community Colleges (1998) noted that WIA provides the conditions 
for community colleges to become the workforce development inter-
mediary of choice, a concept endorsed by Raymond Bramucci (1999), 
then Assistant Secretary of Labor for the Employment and Training Ad-
ministration. Among other advantages granted by WIA, the law man-
dates that community colleges have representatives on state and local 
workforce development boards. Community colleges have positioned 
themselves to become One-Stop Career Center (OSCC) administrators 
Melendez Book.indb   300 12/16/2004   1:36:20 PM
Community Colleges, Welfare Reform, and Workforce Development  301
or designated satellite ofﬁces for other OSCCs. Among other functions, 
OSCCs serve as an entry point for employment and training services. 
Many community colleges now also provide Individual Training Ac-
counts (ITAs) and customized training services (Gutierrez 1997). The 
favorable policy climate and the recent success of community colleges 
in serving low-income and disadvantaged populations as well as local 
industry have led many experts in the ﬁeld to propose a more central 
role for colleges in regional workforce development systems (Barnett 
1995; Carnevale and Desrochers 1997; Grubb 2001; Grubb et al. 1999; 
Jenkins and Fitzgerald 1998).
In this section we have provided a brief overview of the literature as-
sessing the role of community colleges in workforce development, par-
ticularly their experience and potential as employment service provid-
ers for welfare recipients. The challenge of welfare reform has induced 
community organizations to improve delivery systems and employers to 
become more active in WtW programs. Community college programs 
are often articulated with degree programs, facilitating students’ trans-
fer from short-term vocational training to long-term education. By cre-
ating this organic link between programs, colleges are setting in place a 
mechanism to close the gap between education and training, as has been 
proposed by Grubb (1996), Bailey (1998), and others. Given the exist-
ing network of community colleges throughout the nation, community 
colleges have the potential to make the greatest impact on workforce 
development efforts of any type of service provider. In the next section, 
we present evidence of community college participation in programs 
targeting welfare recipients and the implication of this participation for 
the workforce development ﬁeld.
LESSONS FROM THE FIELD
In our ﬁeldwork, we identify a cluster of factors that have inﬂuenced 
community colleges’ responses to WtW legislation. Some factors, like 
federal and state laws and regulations, are external to the colleges and, 
therefore, out of their control. However, the community colleges in-
cluded as case studies are among the many around the country that have 
implemented proactive strategies to participate in WtW programs.6 
They have designed and implemented programs that consider the spe-
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cial circumstances of welfare recipients as prospective students. Such 
factors as prior experience with programs serving the disadvantaged, 
the college leadership’s beliefs about the mission of the college and its 
role in the local economy, the availability of an adequate infrastructure 
of social and educational services to support disadvantaged students, 
and ongoing collaborations with local state agencies and employers, all 
have been instrumental in the rapid response of community colleges to 
WtW policy initiatives.7 
This discussion details key aspects of the colleges’ responses to 
welfare reform legislation and their experiences in implementing new 
programs. Their experiences may encourage federal and state policy-
makers to adjust regulations to better serve the needs of welfare recipi-
ents. At the same time, these lessons can also help program managers 
reﬂect on their practices and share their experiences with colleagues 
who struggle with similar issues. 
Case Management and Support Services
Conventional wisdom would suggest that community colleges 
are far from the ideal institutional setting to house programs target-
ing the disadvantaged. In contrast to community-based organizations 
that provide more focused and individualized attention in a smaller 
setting, community colleges are often large institutions with programs 
that serve hundreds or thousands of students with widely divergent 
needs and circumstances. Community colleges of this type may remind 
some students of the indifference that they may have experienced in 
large inner city high schools, which ultimately may have reinforced 
their decision not to continue their education. Traditionally, social and 
academic support services have been embedded in systems geared to 
serve hundreds of students. As a result, there is not enough time, nor are 
there enough resources, to provide individual attention. The question of 
whether community colleges are the most appropriate institution to pro-
vide employment and training services to disadvantaged populations 
hinges upon whether these mass gateways of education can create an 
effective support system for needy students, one that is similar to those 
provided by community-based organizations. 
The evidence gathered in this study suggests that community col-
leges have implemented many successful programs over the years and 
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that this prior experience allowed them to respond relatively quickly 
to the WtW initiative. WtW grants motivated community colleges 
to design programs that ﬁeld a strong case management component. 
Through these programs, counselors can devote personal attention to 
participants and organize group sessions for life management and job 
readiness workshops. Counselors report that group sessions and collec-
tive discussions are usually more effective than individual counseling 
for helping students move from understanding their problems to ﬁnd-
ing solutions. In group sessions, students share experiences of coping 
with particular problems and their knowledge of what resources are 
available to them. Meléndez and Suárez (2001) write that dedicated 
programs that structure the student’s experience within the college tend 
to promote solidarity among students and create peer support groups. 
These programs create an enabling environment in which students help 
each other and do not necessarily have to rely on staff for instruction 
or advice.
In addition to a strong case management system and group activi-
ties, students are formally organized into cohorts and assigned a shared 
“block” schedule. The combined effect of this type of program structure 
is to provide a smaller and more manageable environment within the 
larger community college infrastructure. A “small school” environment 
is particularly important when students begin attending the program. 
Over time, students are referred to different services and resources on 
campus in order to become familiar with the institution and develop an 
understanding of how to solve an array of problems. 
Although students are occasionally referred to outside resources, 
for the most part community colleges have the necessary infrastructure 
in place to deal with students’ social and academic problems. For ex-
ample, the colleges included in the case studies provided a variety of 
support services, from special programs for women and the disabled to 
referrals for housing or substance abuse counseling and treatment. Al-
most all provided day care facilities or made arrangements with outside 
providers to serve students. The Valencia, New Mexico, campus created 
a specialized program to respond to the reality of domestic violence as a 
critical problem for program participants. A CBO sent a representative 
to each student orientation to provide literature and general informa-
tion. As a result, the CBO relates that a large percentage of women—as 
high as 12–15 percent of the student body, which numbers 1,700—have 
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contacted it through a conﬁdential telephone number provided during 
orientation for women to discuss their problems or those of a friend. 
Despite all the similarities among the programs highlighted in 
the case studies, each campus adopted a unique strategy and program 
structure to provide support services appropriate for its student body. 
In Fresno, for example, Fresno City College adopted a “community 
job center” strategy modeled after two existing programs: a successful 
center targeting the needs of immigrant workers and a program serv-
ing disabled students. The ﬂagship community job center, located in a 
Manchester, California, shopping center, provides job counseling and 
offers a range of job readiness classes and workshops. The center has 
adopted the structure of a one-stop center in partnership with the local 
Private Industry Council. To facilitate mentoring of WtW participants 
experiencing multiple barriers to employment, the two organizations 
developed a “coach” model, in which community volunteers and part-
time workers devote intensive individual attention to a small number of 
program participants. 
Alternatively, the Community College of Denver has adopted a 
“track” model, where the counselor serves as case manager for a small 
cohort of program participants who have chosen a vocational training 
track, such as bank teller. The case managers also serve as job readiness 
instructors—administrative coordinators who monitor internships and 
relations with employers, job developers, and post-placement support 
staff. The core idea of this model is that a single mentor simultaneously 
establishes relationships with employers, targeting a particular industry 
or sector, and serves as an all-purpose case manager for program par-
ticipants. The college’s partnership with Norwest Bank is a textbook 
case of a successful sectoral model: almost all students that go through 
the program ﬁnd employment at the bank or at other ﬁnancial institu-
tions in the city. Retention rates for Winning Independence Nurtures 
Greater Strength (WINGS) participants after six months were similar 
(53 percent for the ﬁrst cohort and 65 percent for the second cohort) 
to those of regular hires—an impressive achievement considering the 
work experience and educational differences of the two groups. 
What lessons can be drawn from the experiences of community 
colleges that have implemented WtW programs? Experiences with the 
provision of case management and support services point to a set of 
common strategies. First, community colleges can create a manageable 
Melendez Book.indb   304 12/16/2004   1:36:21 PM
Community Colleges, Welfare Reform, and Workforce Development  305
small school environment by forming student cohorts and assigning case 
managers to work closely with them. Many colleges have structured 
programs this way in the past. In particular, they have established grant-
based projects targeting a diverse, disadvantaged population. Their new 
programs stand out because of the rapid deployment of resources and 
the magnitude of the effort in response to the WtW initiative—an effort 
that is particularly intriguing since community colleges are not gener-
ally perceived as having programmatic ﬂexibility and the capacity for 
innovation. These colleges have responded with much determination 
and have adapted existing programs to a design that ﬁts the needs of a 
hard-to-serve population. 
Second, the effort to serve a large group of students with speciﬁc 
needs seems to have been made possible by the network of existing 
resources supporting adult learners in community colleges. The key is 
that the network of resources leveraged to support the WtW initiative 
is both internal and external to the college. On campus, community 
colleges have numerous specialized service centers and ofﬁces. At the 
same time, partnerships with community-based organizations and local 
social service agencies play a pivotal role in sustaining programs.
Instruction and Academic Support
In comparing the job readiness of the initial waves of program par-
ticipants with the more recent ones, practitioners supervising WtW pro-
grams in community colleges observe that participants in recent cohorts 
are in greater need of extensive remedial education and have had fewer 
workplace experiences than earlier participants. Regardless of whether 
prospective students have completed high school, the functional English 
literacy of most new intakes is below the ninth grade level. Determin-
ing the literacy level of prospective students is essential for community 
colleges since state regulations require that students test at a minimum 
level before they are allowed to enroll in college level courses and re-
ceive tuition reimbursement. How well a student tests determines the 
amount of remedial education he or she must complete before enrolling 
in vocational skill training and basic academic courses. 
One might argue that the rigorous assessment of students’ basic aca-
demic proﬁciency level is a bureaucratic exercise by community colleg-
es. After all, how much education is required for an entry-level job? But 
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from a practical point of view, the restructuring of the economy means 
that more education is likely to be required of future students than has 
previously been the case. The economic sectors that are growing—par-
ticularly those industries generating the bulk of new entry-level posi-
tions—are creating jobs in which cognitive and functional literacy is 
necessary. 
Consider two sectors targeted by most WtW programs: ofﬁce assis-
tants and bank tellers.  Ofﬁce assistants need to know basic keyboard-
ing, ﬁling systems, business correspondence, and communication with 
customers and supervisors; bank tellers need a minimum understanding 
of computerized accounting and ﬁnancial systems. In a competitive job 
market, not only do WtW students need a minimum literacy level to 
understand core job competencies, they need to master this knowledge 
at a performance standard set by other workers competing for the same 
jobs. Expectations for the success of welfare reform must consider that 
an increasing number of program participants are in need of remedial 
education to attain basic skills and that, as more people are trained, the 
job market becomes more competitive for entry-level positions. In an 
economic downturn, the task of training and placing disadvantaged stu-
dents in entry-level jobs becomes even more challenging.
If practitioners are correct in their assessment of incoming students 
and the challenges of the workplace, the current focus of community 
college programs on basic skills remediation for WtW participants is 
both appropriate and necessary. To the extent that community colleges 
are in a better position to provide basic skills instruction more effec-
tively than community- or employer-based training programs, the en-
rollment of welfare recipients in community college programs should 
continue to increase in the near future. Community colleges are well 
positioned to provide basic skills instruction for adult and non-tradi-
tional students (Martin 1999). Most colleges have basic skills learning 
centers and labs that specialize in remedial education for incoming stu-
dents. Special programs adapt basic academic skills instruction to voca-
tional contexts, either as separate modules or integrated into vocational 
skills courses. In many cases, GED preparation is offered to prospective 
students as a part of short-term vocational training programs. Typically, 
funding for these programs is a permanent appropriation through the 
state’s education department. 
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Some of the colleges selected for this study are good examples of 
innovators in providing academic support services for welfare recipi-
ents and other disadvantaged populations. For example, Los Angeles 
Trade Technical College (LATTC) utilized state funding for WtW pro-
grams to create a new Learning Skills Center. Prior to the creation of the 
center, LATTC offered basic literacy and computer instruction as sepa-
rate programs scattered across the campus. The new center consolidated 
academic improvement programs already in existence into one loca-
tion, added computer-aided, self-paced instruction, lab monitors, and 
additional instructors, scheduled workshops and discussion sessions on 
a regular basis, and extended its hours of operation. All services are 
open to the full student body, not just to WtW program participants, but 
WtW students have priority for one-on-one tutoring and other activities 
at the center. In addition, Los Angeles City College (LACC, not to be 
confused with LATTC) has operated a learning skills center for over a 
decade and now offers special sessions for students enrolled in the WtW 
program.
In Denver and New Mexico, GED preparation was incorporated 
into the basic program curriculum. Denver’s sectoral strategy is based 
on vocational tracks and requires students to have a high school diplo-
ma, which is a prerequisite for entry-level positions in targeted occupa-
tions such as banking and health technologies. The Valencia campus of 
the University of New Mexico, primarily a two year institution, faced a 
particularly challenging situation because of the relatively low literacy 
of students coming into the WtW program. The college served as the 
local social agency, receiving more than 2,000 WtW participants from 
1997 to 1999. Eighty percent of the participants did not have a high 
school degree. Eighty-ﬁve percent tested below the ninth grade level 
in English and more than half tested below the sixth grade level. With 
such low literacy levels, basic education was central to the college’s 
employment training program. At the same time, 40 percent of the pop-
ulation had never held a job and the majority of trainees had been out 
of a job for many years. In response to this reality, the University of 
New Mexico created several centers to assist students with their educa-
tion and employment needs. The Student Enrichment Center provides 
one-on-one tutoring and study groups in math and English. The Adult 
Education Center covers GED preparation, basic education, English as 
a Second Language, employability skills, and time management and 
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study skills. The college also operates a leadership skills center, Build-
ing Leadership through Adult Student Training (BLAST), of whose cli-
ents about 30 percent are WtW program participants.
Like the other colleges reviewed above, Fresno Community Col-
lege offers a comprehensive package of academic support services. One 
of the most innovative services is the Vocational Training Center, which 
aims for highly adaptive responsiveness to local job market conditions. 
Having been in operation for more than a decade, this center is modeled 
after best practices in community-based employment training.8 During 
any given year, the center offers over a dozen training modules on oc-
cupations in high demand in the local job market; the modules last from 
seven to 30 weeks. The center offers an open entry–open exit format 
so students can enroll at the start of every week after a brief orientation 
and proceed through the training modules at their own pace. Training 
consists of hands-on, contextual learning so students start practicing 
and modeling the occupation from the beginning of the module. In ad-
dition to the job training that the center offers, the college has 13 ad-
ditional short-term vocational skills certiﬁcate programs designed for 
WtW program participants. Free tuition encourages enrollment from 
the target group of WtW students, among others. The results of this ap-
proach are strong: the center has a job placement rate of 97 percent.
Perin (1998) suggests that instructional practices make up the hard-
est area to change in community colleges, particularly in the context 
of integrated academic and vocational education. However, there are 
some qualitative indicators that point to the potential effect of WtW 
initiatives on improving instructional practices in community colleg-
es. For example, the human services department at LACC offers two 
certiﬁcates (general, and drug and alcohol rehabilitation) designed to 
incorporate pedagogy that has proven effective with disadvantaged stu-
dents. Courses are student-focused and participatory, and experiential 
learning is integral to the program. Students rotate through internships 
with three employers in a program that takes from one and a half to two 
years to complete. 
For community college programs serving WtW participants, the 
focus on remedial basic education and GED preparation appears to be 
determined by the academic proﬁle of the student population. These 
activities are complementary to components of existing programs and 
are not exclusively intended for WtW program participants, as may 
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have been the case in the past. As related earlier, one common lesson 
from these case study experiences is that community colleges are us-
ing the academic support infrastructure already in place to accommo-
date the needs of a new type of student in WtW programs. The new 
LATTC Learning Skills Center, for example, consolidated operations 
from mainstreamed services to target a population presumed to be more 
difﬁcult to serve. 
Some programs complemented instruction in existing support cen-
ters with new staff or arranged for special attention and resources to be 
assigned to program students. In some cases, special measures were 
taken, but for the most part, existing academic support services are used 
to provide services to the WtW program. Making changes in instruction 
methods beyond offering basic remedial education courses is a rela-
tively slower process and more difﬁcult to track and monitor. However, 
early signs indicate that some departments are beginning to implement 
pedagogy that better ﬁts the WtW student proﬁle (Martin 1999; Dirkx 
1999). The institutional response of community colleges to the chal-
lenge of serving educationally disadvantaged students suggests that 
they have the infrastructure and the experience to continue to develop 
and establish appropriate and effective programs.  
Program Design and Development
 Program design and development is one area in which state policies 
and the views of state ofﬁcials affect the role of community colleges. 
For example, the state of California designated $66 million to help col-
leges assimilate WtW programs. As a result, the community colleges 
in this state had the most dramatic response to the WtW initiative of 
any state. Virtually all staff interviewed as part of the survey sample 
in California stated that their college was undertaking the redesign of 
old programs and the design of new ones. That initial impression was 
conﬁrmed by in-depth research undertaken during the site visits at the 
three California campuses. 
Two factors have been most important in shaping California’s state 
policies regarding community college participation in welfare initia-
tives. First, the governor’s ofﬁce and community colleges reached an 
agreement regarding the appropriate framework for the colleges’ partic-
ipation in reform efforts and assigned the necessary ﬁnancial resources 
Melendez Book.indb   309 12/16/2004   1:36:22 PM
310 Meléndez et al.
to facilitate policy implementation. Second, college administrators re-
ported that the state political leadership sent a clear message to all cam-
puses: “Your involvement is important. We will support your efforts, 
and we will reward those who take the task seriously.” The combination 
of assigning substantive funding and sending a strong political message 
to relevant bureaucracies, such as the state social and labor agencies 
and the community college system, was very effective. State funding 
allowed department heads to pay faculty and staff additional compen-
sation to develop new courses and ﬁle necessary paperwork. Colleges 
were able to hire additional staff to coordinate program activities with 
employers and local social agencies. Also, during the initial implemen-
tation phase the colleges took a risky approach to getting their programs 
under way: they offered some courses without meeting the state’s mini-
mum enrollment standard, which determines state reimbursement to the 
college for the costs associated with the course. However, the risk paid 
off as the WtW grant reimbursed the colleges for salaries and other 
uncovered expenses.
The California cases document the extent to which departments 
have adapted existing programs to meet WtW program requirements. 
The basic restructuring of these courses involved grouping existing in-
troductory vocational courses (for jobs like ofﬁce assistant) with reme-
dial courses in basic education, life management skills, and job readi-
ness. To accommodate the minimum work hours required by the state, 
these courses were offered for more hours during the week, often based 
on a nine-week schedule that corresponded to about half a semester. 
Almost all programs placed students in internships that qualiﬁed as a 
work-related activity or in work-study jobs. The end result of such a 
packet was to achieve the state mandated total of 32–35 hours per week 
of work-related activities. Whether the credits for vocational or basic 
math and English courses could be transferred to a certiﬁcate or degree 
program depended on a host of factors that varied from campus to cam-
pus. Typically, at least some credits were transferable. New programs 
served as an extension of existing departmental programs, often starting 
at a lower level of basic academic skill requirements.
The initial phase of program development was followed by an ef-
fort by community colleges to replicate their successful programs. The 
new programs often targeted segments of the job market not previously 
served by the college. They expanded departmental programs target-
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ing welfare program participants and replicated the model of short-term 
training developed during the initial phase of program development. 
The California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (Cal-
WORK) ofﬁce at LACC organized an advisory board comprising the 
department chairs of the largest and most active departments, such as 
business, human services, and dietetics, as well as representatives from 
the president’s ofﬁce and other government ofﬁces on campus. The 
strategy paid off handsomely. 
The departments began to assess what job market areas they could 
target for the development of new short-term training (about six months) 
that could be designed as part of one-year certiﬁcate and two-year de-
gree programs. In developing these programs, the departments used 
some of the same elements of program design previously employed, 
including more contact hours per week and internships to satisfy WtW 
program requirements. However, in this second round of program de-
sign, the college leadership began to use block scheduling to combine 
new program courses with other departmental programs. The business 
department’s marketing stresses that students can take “back to back” 
courses and go “back to work.” Courses are offered in sequence so that 
students who attend “2 afternoons + 2 evenings” can get their degree 
in “2 years.” By design, the new programs targeted fast growing oc-
cupations and depended on already existing relationships with industry 
partners for internships, curriculum design, and recruitment of adjunct 
faculty to teach new courses. LATTC followed a similar strategy in the 
expansion of the programs targeting WtW participants.
In Denver, the second phase response to the WtW initiative involved 
the replication of short-term training with new occupational tracks. The 
tracks have two basic design characteristics. The ﬁrst is the targeting 
of particular entry-level positions within an expanding industry, such 
as bank teller or health technician. The sectoral focus is intended to 
establish long-term relations with key industry groups and employers. 
Through those consultations, the program determines the job-speciﬁc 
training preferred by employers. The second aspect of the program is to 
train candidates speciﬁcally for anticipated job openings in the region. 
At the Community College of Denver, training is organized into three 
stages that combine classroom discussions with a workplace internship. 
During the ﬁrst month, training focuses on job readiness workshops and 
a minimum of work with participating employers. Over the next three 
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months, students spend 18 hours in basic and vocational education at 
the college and 22 hours at work each week. 
In conjunction with employers, the program trains supervisors in 
effective supervision strategies for program participants and maintains 
regular communication with them about how the trainees are performing 
at work. In these sessions, any problems with work performance or at-
tendance are discussed with the supervisors. Students are also assigned 
a workplace mentor, a more experienced worker who can answer work-
related questions and help solve everyday problems. During the last 
stage of the program, students work full time but attend weekly sessions 
with the track coordinator, who continues to monitor their progress for 
the next three months. The staggered training design of the track model 
seems to work well for introducing inexperienced workers to the rigors 
of the workplace and has produced very high placement and retention 
rates. Of the 99 participants in the ﬁrst training cohort, 90 percent were 
placed in internships and 66 percent in unsubsidized employment.
These examples suggest that community colleges are pursuing two 
somewhat different strategies in taking WtW programs to scale. The 
Los Angeles experience portrays the colleges as “widening” the num-
ber of programs that comply with WtW requirements and articulating 
short-term training with certiﬁcate and degree programs. They have fo-
cused on working within academic departments to create new programs 
to accommodate an increasing number of students. In Denver and to 
some extent in New Mexico, the colleges are pursuing a “deepening” 
strategy which replicates the sectoral short-term vocational training 
modules that target new occupations. Fresno follows a blended model: 
its Vocational Training Center pursues a sectoral strategy similar to the 
Denver example, while the academic departments’ strategy resembles 
more closely the Los Angeles experience. 
Both strategies have proven successful in different contexts. The 
key is to apply the correct strategy in the appropriate situation. Sec-
toral strategies are more commonly associated with dedicated (or self-
standing) programs and short-term training modules. The academic 
departments’ strategy is appropriate for short-term vocational training 
programs that are more closely related to, and serve as feeders to, estab-
lished certiﬁcate and degree programs. This also involves the redesign 
and expansion of existing certiﬁcate and degree programs. 
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Links to Industry
Labor market intermediaries have a dual responsibility to simulta-
neously serve workers in need of training and employment and employ-
ers who prefer to hire the best available candidates in the job market. 
This is a balancing act indeed. The previous sections detailed how com-
munity colleges have served the needs of disadvantaged populations by 
providing short-term vocational training and educational programs in 
a variety of occupations with market demand. This section expands on 
the experiences of the community colleges and employers interviewed 
in site visits regarding their working relationship for the implementa-
tion of WtW programs. 
One of the salient characteristics of the colleges included in the 
study is the maintenance of long-term, well-established relationships 
with employers and local social and labor agencies. These ongoing re-
lations contribute to the ability of community colleges to respond in an 
effective and timely way to WtW initiatives. In particular, community 
colleges in California established relations with industry through the 
different academic departments as part of their regular program opera-
tions. As a technical school with a focus on training for trade indus-
tries, LATTC naturally established relations with industry. For decades, 
LATTC has invited industry leaders to become advisors to its programs 
and help the college design internships, projects, and curricula. Depart-
ments also hire adjunct faculty from industry to teach vocational cours-
es on a regular basis. 
A similar process is in place at LACC. There, the human services 
department requires not one but three internship rotations of about ten 
hours a week, with each rotation lasting a semester. This regime is part 
of the student’s socialization to a profession, through which practition-
ers learn many of the core competencies from experience. The implica-
tion is that departments must constantly coordinate activities with in-
dustry and foster a vast set of relationships to satisfy student demand for 
internships and placements. Similarly, Fresno Community College has 
an aggressive policy of work-study internships implemented through 
different departments. The college’s vocational skills training relies on 
cooperative work agreements with all the trades. In addition, the col-
lege subsidizes up to 75 percent of work-study internships.
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The Denver Community College sectoral strategy is built on the 
concept of a progressive transition of interns to the workplace. In some 
cases, employers fully absorb the internship cost. Norwest Bank’s 
WINGS program absorbs the cost of the internship in compliance with 
local banking industry regulations and pays its interns wages that are 
above the federal minimum. The bank promotes almost all participants 
to full-time employees after four months of training. After six months 
of employment, the retention rates of WtW program participants com-
pare very favorably with those of regular hires. 
The WINGS program’s success is explained by some of the factors 
that deﬁne effective practices for labor market intermediaries. The pro-
gram trains interns for the speciﬁc teller position that the bank needs to 
ﬁll at the moment. The training module is designed in collaboration with 
the bank so that the skills that trainees learn are speciﬁc to bank opera-
tions. The program then recommends interns for “on-time” interviews 
for openings in the different branches—that is, when the branches have 
an opening, not before or after. The program only sends candidates on 
interviews when they are “job ready” and a good match for a particu-
lar position at the bank branch. Aside from technical qualiﬁcations, a 
good match is also determined by assessing subjective factors such as 
personalities (of both workers and supervisors) and objective factors 
such as the availability of public transportation to work and commute 
length.
A key factor boosting retention rates in the WINGS program is the 
post placement support offered to participants and employers. Person-
al problems experienced by participants are addressed away from the 
attention of supervisors. Absenteeism is dealt with promptly and is a 
major impetus for rotating students from one site to another to accom-
modate transportation needs or family responsibilities. Appropriate cor-
rective measures to support students in overcoming the particular issues 
behind a problem or unexpected behavior are also provided. When dif-
ﬁcult situations arise, the track coordinator meets with the line supervi-
sor and the participant to evaluate the situation and discuss solutions 
to the problem. Supervisors are trained in strategies that have proven 
effective in motivating program participants and in methods to teach 
trainees appropriate procedures and techniques.
The simplest formula for job retention, we were told, is to ensure 
that employees are effective and happy in their jobs. One of the most 
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interesting observations about the beneﬁts of the college-employer 
partnership is that, in addition to all the factors already mentioned, 
collaboration with the college has simpliﬁed the bank’s relations with 
government agencies and reduced the paperwork associated with the 
WtW initiative. The more the program functions like other business 
operations, the more satisﬁed the bank is with the community college 
partnership.
Holzer (1999), examining data from an employer survey in Michi-
gan, suggests that employers hiring welfare recipients are concerned 
with issues of job readiness and basic skills preparation before they 
hire and with issues of absenteeism and attitude in the workplace after 
they hire. Given what we know of employers’ concern about participat-
ing in WtW initiatives, how do community colleges design programs, 
operations, and practices to respond to these concerns? The examples 
presented above illustrate some of the strategies employed by speciﬁc 
programs to respond to industry concerns. All programs share a design 
that places emphasis on the various issues identiﬁed by employers. Sub-
stance abuse and absenteeism are detected early on by requiring par-
ticipants to follow a full-time schedule during training. Students beneﬁt 
routinely from counseling services and participate in life management 
skills workshops. Workplace attitudes are identiﬁed and adjusted by a 
combination of job readiness workshops and practice during intern-
ships before participants are referred to jobs. These activities socialize 
students to the routines and cultures of the workplace. 
The degree to which WtW programs provide basic and job-speciﬁc 
skills instruction varies by program, but all the programs visited for this 
study offer a combination of basic and vocational instruction at a level 
sufﬁcient to be competitive in the job market. One of the key functions 
of the programs is to screen candidates for job readiness, work attitudes, 
and functional basic and vocational skills required by the job. Students 
are referred to employment interviews only when the program staff de-
termines that they are ready for a permanent job. Once the students 
are successfully placed with an employer, most programs offer at least 
minimum post-placement services. Some programs, such as Norwest 
Bank and Community College of Denver, offer more comprehensive 
post-placement follow-up for participants. 
The appropriateness of the community colleges’ responses to the 
WtW initiative is ultimately deﬁned by how well they are serving the 
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needs of both students and employers. One aspect of the program is 
incomplete without the other. The disconnect between training and 
post-training employment opportunities is well documented (Grubb 
1996). However, the programs reviewed in this study have helped us 
understand how to close the gap between the education and training 
needs of disadvantaged populations and the needs of employers for a 
well-trained and job-ready supply of entry-level workers. The cases 
presented here provide evidence that programs designed to incorporate 
both aspects of the job matching process are more effective than other 
training programs in terms of placement rates, starting wages, and re-
tention rates. Colleges have implemented several strategies to remove 
barriers to employment, improve skills, and connect students to jobs. 
Academic departments tend to engage many employers and to design 
programs that offer more generic training that can be adapted to dif-
ferent contexts. Self-standing, short-term vocational training programs 
that follow more focused sectoral strategies create programs that target 
the speciﬁc needs of one or a few employers and engage industry lead-
ers more intensively in the design and implementation of the program.
Leadership in a People Business 
Workforce development is by nature a people business. It is about 
improving the education and experience of entry-level workers and 
about providing a reliable supply of ready workers to the job market. 
Workforce development is also labor-intensive, as it requires program 
staff and instructors to engage actively in the provision of services. 
And, it is a people business in a ﬁnal, important dimension—leadership 
within institutions is crucial for developing ideas, structuring resources, 
and designing and operating programs. On each campus, we found that 
it took a combination of leaders to get new programs off the ground. We 
identiﬁed at least three levels of leadership that play speciﬁc, key roles 
in the design and implementation of WtW programs: presidents or other 
senior level executives, deans, and program directors. 
Program and departmental directors play the role of social entrepre-
neurs. For the most part they are responsible for putting all the pieces 
together. In many cases, they are already heading ongoing programs, 
and new WtW funding represents an opportunity to renew, consoli-
date, or expand existing programs. All of the directors we talked to had 
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shown themselves to be creative in combining funding streams, design-
ing programs to meet state regulations for participant work, mobilizing 
the college’s internal resources to provide support services to students, 
and developing links to employers.
A few examples of effective practices are worth mentioning as il-
lustrative of directors’ creativity. At LACC, Mark Gunderson, the Cal-
WORK director, created an advisory board consisting of the depart-
ment chairs of programs with the greatest potential for development. 
The board also included representatives from the labor department on 
campus and from the president’s ofﬁce. It was instrumental in mobiliz-
ing college resources and in setting priorities for how to use the state’s 
grant to the college. In Denver, Elaine Baker, the program director, 
used her experience in the design and operation of a workplace learn-
ing project to design a model that incorporates contextual learning and 
practical work experience from the very beginning of the program. The 
track model has proven to be very successful and appealing to industry 
leaders. 
College presidents and other executives in campus administration 
played a critical role in crafting external partnerships with community 
groups and mediating relations with the political establishment. In New 
Mexico, for example, Alice V. Letteney, the college executive, saw 
WtW as one more step toward building a comprehensive education and 
training campus. She actively sought designation of the Valencia cam-
pus as the administrator on behalf of the state government of the region’s 
welfare program. As a result, the program operates as a social agency 
housed within the college and is responsible for the intake, assessment, 
referral, and monitoring of clients in a three county region. The campus 
also houses the regional ofﬁce for the state labor department.
In Fresno we observed a similar pattern in a much larger metro-
politan area. The college president was instrumental in assembling an 
impressive partnership with local social service and labor agencies. The 
local welfare department has ﬁeld ofﬁces located on campus and ac-
tively participates in the design and implementation of programs serv-
ing welfare recipients. In partnership with the Fresno Private Industry 
Council, it has opened a community job center that combines the job 
readiness activities of the campus with the intake, referrals, and moni-
toring functions of an OSCC. At the time of the study, the partnership 
was planning to expand the number of community job centers from 
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three to eight, in collaboration with a church-based coalition and the 
social services and labor departments. In all of these partnerships, the 
college functions as the managing partner and administrator of a multi-
sectoral partnership.
Deans are the administrators of the academic system. No program 
can be implemented without their support, whether that support is en-
thusiastic or not. Behind every successful departmental program there 
is an administrative team taking responsibility for its implementation. 
At LATTC, Bobby McNeel, the dean in charge of designing programs, 
insisted on starting a program to train women for non-traditional occu-
pations in the trades. His purpose was to create opportunities for wom-
en in occupations with signiﬁcantly higher starting salaries and more 
structured advancement opportunities than those in traditional female 
occupations. The idea is based on the principle that it will take more 
than entry-level jobs for female-headed families to achieve ﬁnancial 
self-sufﬁciency.
A ﬁnal story ends this discussion of lessons learned from the case 
studies. It encompasses the dynamics of institutional change, social 
entrepreneurship, and leadership. At the request of college leadership, 
the real names of characters and the college are not identiﬁed in this 
example.
At one of the colleges, we were most impressed with the politi-
cal astuteness of the dean in charge of designing and developing new 
courses and programs in one of the most important college divisions. At 
ﬁrst, full-time faculty in this division resisted participating in the new 
WtW program. Some professors questioned the work ﬁrst approach and 
honestly believed that any short-term training program did a disservice 
to students over the long term. However, most professors were simply 
indifferent. They did not want to accommodate a new schedule, nor did 
they want to spend time developing a new course syllabus. 
Despite faculty objections, the dean designed very successful certiﬁ-
cate programs in “hot” occupations where most students have job offers 
before they graduate from the program. The new certiﬁcate programs, 
all staffed with adjunct faculty, offer a compact schedule and a state-
of-the-art curriculum. The success of the student-friendly certiﬁcates 
quickly attracted the attention of regular students, who began to enroll 
in the program along with the targeted welfare recipients. As students 
shifted their demand in favor of more certiﬁcate courses, enrollment in 
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regular courses declined and even forced the closing of some sessions 
(courses require a minimum enrollment for state reimbursement of stu-
dent tuition).
Soon after, full-time faculty began inquiring about participating in 
the new certiﬁcate programs. The dean understood faculty dynamics 
and never criticized faculty for lack of interest in the certiﬁcate program 
or mandated that they teach sessions they did not want to. As he ex-
plained in an interview, the dean reasoned, “What is the point of trying 
to recruit full-time professors that do not want to teach in the program? 
I’d rather have enthusiastic adjuncts who empathize with students and 
share the goals of the program than reluctant faculty who may not give 
the students their best efforts.” Eventually, when the department was 
able to add permanent positions as a result of the increase in enrollment, 
this dean hired some of the more dedicated adjunct faculty. The dean 
also attracted dedicated full-time faculty to teach in the program as they 
changed their views about the value of the certiﬁcates. In the end, all 
students beneﬁted from the new certiﬁcate programs. A major lesson 
derived from this example is that the enrollment of “regular” students 
in new certiﬁcate programs almost guarantees that the certiﬁcates will 
become an integral and permanent part of the college program.
CONCLUSIONS: IMPLICATION FOR THE WORKFORCE 
DEVELOPMENT FIELD 
Federal Welfare-to-Work policies transformed the role of the prima-
ry federal assistance program from providing income maintenance to 
the poor to providing work transition services along with time-limited 
income maintenance. Similarly, WtW policies have shaken the nation’s 
employment training system. The emphasis has shifted from offering 
training and education programs to providing job readiness training and 
placement. The special federal grants for Welfare-to-Work initiatives, 
and the immensity of the task of placing so many people in entry-level 
jobs, have attracted numerous actors to the employment training ﬁeld. 
Our study was designed to assess how community colleges, the primary 
educational institutions serving the educational needs of disadvantaged 
adult populations, have responded to the challenge posed by the welfare 
policy changes.  
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Based on our the ﬁndings from a national survey of community 
colleges, we selected seven colleges to study in depth in terms of how 
they serve the social and educational needs of welfare recipients and 
other disadvantaged students. We selected these case study sites from 
among those colleges that were more experienced and involved with 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) recipients and other 
disadvantaged populations. Our intent was to provide examples of com-
munity colleges that engage in effective WtW practices and to examine 
their program components. Although the ﬁndings from a limited and 
(by design) biased sample of colleges cannot be generalized to apply to 
all colleges nationwide, case study research illustrates the institutional 
dynamics behind the intriguing trends revealed by the survey data.
We found that the implementation of successful TANF programs 
was not an isolated or random phenomenon but an outgrowth of com-
munity colleges’ historical, institutional commitment to serving the ed-
ucational needs of disadvantaged populations. The community colleges 
that offer effective job training have developed an internal infrastruc-
ture of social and academic support services and external partnerships 
with government and community groups that enabled them to respond 
rapidly and effectively to the Welfare-to-Work initiative. Our data anal-
ysis and comparison of programs revealed some common patterns of 
program design that can be attributed to state policy regulations. These 
common elements include individualized case management, provision 
of child care and other social services, on-the-job internships, job readi-
ness and soft skill courses, remedial courses in basic academic skills, 
and short-term vocational training. Beyond these common elements, 
we found great variation in how colleges combined these program ele-
ments. 
Some colleges began self-standing (not directly afﬁliated with de-
partments) short-term vocational training focusing on a speciﬁc occu-
pational sector within an industry. Others adapted their certiﬁcate and 
degree programs to short-term certiﬁcate programs that complied with 
state welfare policy guidelines. The evidence from our case studies sug-
gests that sectoral strategies are very effective at engaging employers 
and supporting the participants’ transition to work, whereas academ-
ic department initiatives are more effective in articulating short-term 
training to certiﬁcate and degree programs. Welfare reform has served 
to strengthen community colleges’ role as regional labor force interme-
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diaries. It has induced them to examine and redesign existing programs, 
seek partnerships more proactively with regional businesses and indus- 
try, and to engage employers more rigorously in the design and opera-
tion of their programs.  
Community colleges are well positioned to capitalize on a favor-
able political environment and establish themselves as leading regional 
labor market intermediaries. Regional workforce development systems 
integrate a diverse group of institutions and actors that mediate the 
training and development of workers and connect them to employers. 
Some of these institutions, such as temporary employment agencies and 
headhunters, specialize in screening and matching workers to speciﬁc 
positions. Others, like community-based organizations, provide dis-
advantaged workers with training and support systems necessary for 
the transition to work. In general, community colleges are perceived 
as educational institutions with limited resources, which they devote 
to serving disadvantaged populations or to responding to employers’ 
speciﬁc job training needs. The results of our survey and the site visits 
conducted as part of this study suggest that community colleges are 
more actively engaged in workforce development than we anticipated.
If welfare reform has provided the spark to engage community 
colleges more proactively in workforce development, WIA provides 
a favorable policy framework for community colleges to become the 
anchors of the emerging workforce development system. Community 
colleges’ efforts in designing and redesigning programs to reach “back-
wards” to accommodate students who might not be ready to participate 
in certiﬁcate and degree programs have given them the ideal oppor-
tunity to compete effectively in the market for WIA-sponsored train-
ing. Programs may include adult short-term vocational training, out-
of-school youth vocational and educational programs, and contracts for 
job-speciﬁc and work-placed training in partnership with employers. 
Based on the data from our case studies, it is evident that various com-
munity college programs targeting welfare recipients provide effective 
training and meet the standards of WIA.    
The community colleges’ effective and creative responses to the 
challenges posed to them by the new WtW policy have demonstrated 
that they are capable of playing a major role in regional labor markets. 
Community colleges have shown employers and community organiza-
tions that they can design mutually beneﬁcial collaborations and that 
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their programs can reliably provide well-trained workers. To social ser-
vice agencies, community colleges have demonstrated that they have 
the capacity and experience to serve a large number of disadvantaged 
students by creating specialized support programs and by adapting their 
existing infrastructure to meet these students’ needs. Community col-
leges, in fact, can provide educational programs for any partnership. 
They are positioned to adapt short-term training to long-term education, 
and to help students climb career ladders and achieve occupational ad-
vancement. Of all the service providers engaged in WtW training, com-
munity colleges are the best-positioned institutions to design programs 
that aim beyond entry-level jobs. Finally, from a national perspective, 
community colleges have campuses in all cities and regions of the 
country. Their active engagement in workforce development provides a 
tremendous infrastructure to serve disadvantaged populations. 
Notes
 1.  See Hayes (1999) for a general review of federal legislation affecting employ-
ment services, and Fisher (1999) for a more speciﬁc review of the empirical 
research on WtW programs.
 2.  Three different samples were drawn from the national list we compiled. The 
ﬁrst sample, referred to as the general sample, includes 116 colleges selected 
randomly. In addition to the general sample, two further samples were gathered 
for Hispanic serving and African American serving community colleges. These 
were deﬁned as institutions with a minimum of 10 percent of the student body 
classiﬁed as Hispanics or African Americans, respectively. We surveyed 83 His-
panic serving community colleges and 52 African American serving community 
colleges.
 3.  The cases are taken from Meléndez et al. (2002).
 4.  See for instance Grubb et al. (1999) on the critical role of teaching methods and 
course design, and Meléndez and Suárez (2001) on effective programs serving 
disadvantaged Hispanics. Recent research has addressed the speciﬁc needs of 
welfare recipients as they participate in community college programs. Ganzglass 
(1996) offers an early assessment of the challenge to community colleges in 
redesigning programs and ﬁnancial systems to take advantage of TANF fund-
ing, while Strawn (1998) and Greenberg, Strawn, and Plimpton (1999) offer an 
analysis and review of the policies that affect welfare recipients’ participation 
in colleges programs. Grubb et al. (1999) and Golonka and Matus-Grossman 
(2001) offer a comprehensive analysis of the interaction of program design, sup-
port services, and policies in community college programs serving welfare re-
cipients.
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 5.  Fitzgerald (1999) identiﬁes a major limitation of past WtW reform programs: 
these programs focus almost entirely on welfare participants and do not pay 
enough attention to the quality of jobs available to them once they get training. 
She suggests that jobs that provide high wages, beneﬁts, and the opportunity 
for advancement beneﬁt recipients most, reduce employee turnover, and help 
workers develop lifelong changes in attitudes toward work and work habits. To 
attain better paying jobs, welfare recipients must improve their skills beyond the 
minimum level required for entry-level jobs.
 6.  The reader should bear in mind that the colleges selected for case study are not 
intended to be representative of all colleges. On the contrary, the intent is to por-
tray select examples of colleges that have implemented effective WtW programs 
and reﬂect regional labor market variability. It should be noted that there are 
many other community colleges that have proactively implemented WtW pro-
grams but could not be included in this study. The experiences related in the case 
studies are not unique nor do they apply to all community colleges. However, it 
is our hope that the good practices discussed below will become more common 
among community colleges in the near future.
 7.  In part, the availability of a support services infrastructure is the direct result 
of the many programs before TANF supporting such infrastructure in commu-
nity colleges and other community settings. See Bell and Douglas (2000) for a 
full discussion of work-related programs under Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC), and other federal funding streams.  For a general discussion 
on how partnerships with community, school, and employer groups facilitate 
reform efforts in colleges see Golonka and Matus-Grossman (2001), Liebowitz, 
Haynes, and Milley (2001), and Roberts (2002).
 8.  See Meléndez (1996) for a detailed case study of the San José-based Center for 
Employment and Training. 
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Appendix 9A
Case Studies
1) Welfare-to-Work Initiatives in Los Angeles: Los Angeles City College and 
Los Angeles Technical College
   Alexandra de Montrichard and Edwin Meléndez
2) Community Colleges as Primary Skill Developers and Labor Market Inter-
mediaries: Fresno City College
   Carlos Suárez and Edwin Meléndez
3) Making Connections to Jobs, Education and Training: The Essential Skills 
Program of the Community College of Denver
   Carlos Suárez and Edwin Meléndez
4) The SU PARTE Welfare-to-Work Initiative of the University of New Mexico, 
Valencia Campus
   Alexandra de Montrichard and Edwin Meléndez
5) Innovators Under Duress: Community College Initiatives in “Workfare” 
Settings 
   Lynn McCormick
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Innovators Under Duress
Community Colleges in 
New York’s Workfare Setting
Lynn McCormick
Hunter College, City University of New York
Welfare reform, initiated with the passage of the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996, 
has been one of several initiatives at the federal level that aims to de-
volve policymaking to the state and local governmental levels. Other 
initiatives have come in the areas of federal job service and training, 
health care, and other social services (Watson and Gold 1997). Propo-
nents argue that devolution makes state and local governments more at-
tuned to the speciﬁc needs of their local constituencies than they would 
be under a single, large, and distant federal bureaucracy. The literature 
on reinventing government frames a debate on the extent to which state 
and local governments can act as policy “entrepreneurs” in shaping the 
behavior of others. This article offers a view of how this speciﬁcally 
has been done by New York City with community colleges that train 
welfare recipients. 
Those who promote greater governmental effectiveness through 
the reinvention process argue that local governmental systems can be-
come more responsive and efﬁcient if exposed to market pressures and 
competition (Osborne and Gaebler 1992; Watson and Gold 1997; Be-
sharov and Samari 1999; Kazis and Seltzer 2000). The federal govern-
ment creates such pressures through “ﬁscal federalism,” a process by 
which states are given greater responsibilities for program outcomes, 
accompanied by smaller amounts in block grant funding (Steuerle and 
Mermin 1997). This places incentives on state and local governments to 
become more efﬁcient in service delivery. One way to achieve greater 
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efﬁciency and citizen responsiveness is to begin contracting out service 
provision to non- or for-proﬁt enterprises. In this way, governments be-
come entrepreneurial, argue Osborne and Gaebler (1992) and achieve 
desired policy outcomes through “steering,” or shaping the performance 
of outside service providers, rather than through “rowing,” or provid-
ing direct services. Governments steer by setting policy goals and then 
designing rewards and sanctions to push service providers to achieve 
the goals. Contractors receive program funding only upon achieving 
stipulated benchmark goals, regardless of the level of service provided. 
In this way, a local government can become “a skillful buyer, leverag-
ing the activities of multiple service providers to meet public policy 
objectives” (Kazis and Seltzer 2000, p. 10).
In the area of welfare reform, in addition to becoming entrepre-
neurial, governments also must stimulate a signiﬁcant cultural change, 
argue some scholars, among all who participate in local welfare sys-
tems—bureaucrats, outside service providers, and welfare recipients. 
Cultural change is needed to bring about a wholesale reorientation in 
the purpose of welfare—away from the idea of entitlement and toward 
a culture of work and a system that is more attentive to the needs of em-
ployers (Hercik 1998; Kazis and Seltzer 2000). The PRWORA shifted 
federal welfare policy to a work ﬁrst approach. It did so by limiting 
the training beneﬁts of welfare recipients (now called TANF, or Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families) and emphasizing instead quick 
placement in private sector jobs or government workfare (in the latter, 
individuals carry out work assignments, often in government positions, 
for their welfare beneﬁts). The work ﬁrst school of thought holds that 
welfare recipients beneﬁt more over the long run through immediate 
employment than from formal education. Jobs teach individuals how to 
show up on time, balance work and family responsibilities, and other 
so-called soft skills, as well as hard skills such as typing and ﬁling, 
through on-the-job training. The debate in work ﬁrst circles today is 
over the extent to which state welfare systems should also offer TANF 
recipients opportunities for education as a companion to working (El-
liott, Spangler, and Yorkievitz 1998; Strawn 1999; Golonka and Matus-
Grossman 2001).
Regardless of a state’s position toward education’s role in welfare 
reform, the literature on reinventing government assumes that the state 
(or local) government almost exclusively will become the policy entre-
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preneur and do all the steering of everyone else—both service providers 
and TANF recipients. What I have found, however, by investigating the 
welfare reform environment in New York City is that, although the state 
and local governments have dominated in shaping the practices of em-
ployment and training providers in the city, they are not the only ones 
doing the steering. In addition, there are strong policy entrepreneurs 
outside of government who are pushing back. With this resistance, they 
inﬂuence government policies as well. The signiﬁcance of this ﬁnding 
is that we should not assume that only governments do the steering in 
devolved states—an assumption of the literature to date. Instead, an in-
terplay of government versus grass-roots entrepreneurs makes reinvent-
ing government a nonlinear process. It also complicates our predictions 
and future evaluations of various localities’ welfare reform outcomes. 
This chapter sheds light on the reinventing government debate by 
studying community colleges in New York City’s strong workfare en-
vironment—one which puts most of its faith in the power of work to 
alter welfare recipients’ future earnings. Through detailed case studies 
of two such colleges in New York—Hostos and LaGuardia community 
colleges—I aim to answer two questions: 1) How speciﬁcally have the 
state and city’s workfare-oriented policies affected existing education 
programming for welfare recipients at these institutions? and 2) Have 
curricular innovations come to a complete halt, or have community col-
leges found ways to innovate in spite of this policy setting? What fol-
lows is, ﬁrst, a description of New York’s workfare policies and, second, 
the strategic response of two community colleges that have continued 
innovating in the educational area in spite of the state and city’s relative 
lack of support for training.1
WELFARE REFORM, WORKFARE, AND TRAINING
Devolution of programmatic responsibility for welfare reform could 
result in 50 different state experiments on the best way to move individ-
uals from welfare dependency to self-sufﬁciency. Both George Pataki, 
governor of New York, and Rudolph Giuliani, former mayor of New 
York City, have seen themselves as taking the lead in workfare in the 
country. The state and the city both enacted workfare programs before 
Congress passed the PRWORA in 1996. Under its workfare provisions, 
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New York City has put to work the largest number of welfare recipients 
of any metropolitan area in the United States.
Although the federal law stipulates that vocational training may 
substitute for only 12 months of a TANF recipient’s work activities, 
each of the states has ﬂexibility in determining the balance between 
school and work by identifying what constitutes “school” or “work” 
and through various supports provided for these activities. Hence, each 
state can steer the actors in its welfare system either toward workfare 
exclusively or toward a system in which opportunities for more school-
ing are integrated. Observers classify the state systems as follows: 
1) those that do not encourage schooling but only promote workfare 
among TANF recipients (13 states), 2) those that moderately encour-
age schooling (allowing postsecondary education to meet 12 months 
of work activity—12 states), and 3) those that strongly do so (allowing 
postsecondary education to meet more than 12 months of work activ-
ity—22 states) (Greenberg, Strawn, and Plimpton 2000). Four states, 
including New York, allow their counties to determine such welfare 
rules within a broad state law. In New York State’s case, New York City 
has ampliﬁed the state’s leaning toward workfare over education.
Many see the Family Support Act, which President Reagan endorsed 
and Congress passed in 1988, as the inspiration for states to begin ex-
perimenting heavily with workfare programs (Albelda and Tilly 1997; 
Casey 1998; Leon 1995).2 New York State ran workfare programs in the 
early 1990s under this act, primarily for its Home Relief (HR), or gen-
eral assistance, population. With Pataki’s entrance as governor in 1995, 
he and the legislature worked together to broaden the workfare program 
to include all public assistance recipients while limiting education and 
training beneﬁts. Because New York is one of the few states in which 
local governments maintain responsibility for designing, implementing, 
and partially funding public assistance programs, local governments 
decide the extent to which they want to make a tradeoff of training for 
workfare. 
Giuliani was equally enthusiastic about emphasizing work. New 
York City policy formally allows TANF recipients to count 12 months 
of postsecondary education as a work activity. Moreover, through vari-
ous initiatives, including luring Wisconsin’s Jason Turner (the workfare 
guru who drew headlines for his state policy of not counting educa-
tion as a work activity) to run its Welfare-to-Work program, New York 
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City has also fashioned a strong workfare environment for its welfare 
recipients. The city started the NYC Way program in 1995, which com-
bined workfare with a more rigorous eligibility and address veriﬁcation 
program. This helped cut city welfare rolls and related ﬁnancial obliga-
tions. New York City, housing about 70 percent of the state’s welfare 
population (but only 40 percent of the state’s overall population), must, 
under state regulations, shoulder approximately 70 percent of the total 
local governmental share in welfare payments (Leon 1995; Weir 1997; 
Casey 1998).3 In the ﬁrst program year, the city cut the number of pub-
lic assistance cases by 60 percent (Leon 1995). 
In 1997, the state legislature formalized its workfare initiative with 
the Welfare Reform Act (Mannix et al. 1998). New York City’s revised 
workfare program under the state legislation is called the Work Expe-
rience Program (WEP). The WEP, administered by the city’s Human 
Resources Administration (HRA), places the highest priority on work-
fare, which averaged about 35,000 participants monthly in 1998, rather 
than on facilitating education and training (Casey 1998).4 Casey states 
that “while the City does not publish the number of welfare recipients 
in education and training activities, education and training providers 
say that the City’s policies have caused sharp declines in activities such 
as English as a Second Language (ESL), basic literacy, GED, and vo-
cational training. City University (CUNY) reports that the number of 
welfare parents in the CUNY system has declined from about 26,000 to 
about 13,000” (1998, p. 14). 
The drop in CUNY enrollments, due to the HRA’s practice of chan-
neling TANF recipients into workfare versus education and training, 
is conﬁrmed by other sources including many of the respondents in-
terviewed for this research. HRA intake staff discouraged schooling 
in two ways: 1) by placing welfare recipients into workfare without 
mentioning their right to some college and vocational training, and 2) 
by showing an unwillingness to designate WEP sites near college cam-
puses, which would aid those wanting to combine workfare and college 
(Mannix et al. 1998; Casey 1998).
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POLICY IMPACTS ON NEW YORK CITY’S COMMUNITY 
COLLEGES
How has this workfare policy environment inﬂuenced training of-
ferings within the city’s community colleges and other two-year institu-
tions? Citywide, New York’s community colleges and other two-year 
postsecondary institutions offer less programming and support services 
for TANF recipients than their counterparts nationwide. One could con-
clude that the overly rigid workfare policy environment that New York 
City and State present have caused this outcome. However, we also ﬁnd 
that a subset of New York colleges have developed TANF programming 
in spite of this environment. In a survey of all postsecondary institu-
tions in New York City, which we report on elsewhere (see Meléndez 
et al. 2002), we found that, as a group, these institutions are less likely 
to undertake special programming for TANF recipients, compared to 
similar schools nationally.5 New York City institutions also are much 
less likely to offer TANF and other non-traditional students alternatives 
to full-time study, like non-degree or certiﬁcate programs (Table 10.1).
The survey ﬁndings lend support to an argument that this lag in in-
stitutional innovation for TANF students is due to the relative lack of 
city and state support for TANF training in the strict workfare policy 
environment of New York City. Hence, local governments in the city 
are effectively steering the behavior of service providers in this policy 
environment. A subset of the New York colleges, however, shows a dif-
ferent pattern. These two-year colleges—all belonging to the City Uni-
versity of New York (CUNY) system—show a high rate of involvement 
Table 10.1  Community Colleges Offering Programs or Services for  
 Students with Special Needs (%)
Type of program or service USa NYC CUNY
Low reading or math skills 80.9 70.6 100.0
Lack of high school diploma or GED 70.4 52.9 83.3
Poor work history 50.0 35.3 66.7
Students with young children 60.5 52.9 83.3
Substance abuse problems 29.4 17.6 16.7
a From general sample in Meléndez et al. 2002.
SOURCE: Meléndez et al. 2002; author’s calculations.
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in programming for TANF students, other non-traditional students, and 
students with special learning needs (Tables 10.1 and 10.2). How have 
the CUNY colleges developed programming for TANF recipients? What 
tactics and features characterize those that have been the most innovative? 
Answers to these questions come from studies of the two CUNY com-
munity colleges, Hostos and LaGuardia. CUNY is a network of 11 senior 
(or four-year) and six community colleges. LaGuardia, with 11,000 stu-
dents, and Hostos, with 4,200, represent the third largest and the smallest 
of the community colleges in this system (CUNY 1997). These cases 
show that TANF programming can result in workfare-oriented policy 
environments when institutions pursue innovative means, pedagogies, 
or institutional structures to work around a workfare system.
Innovative Means
Educational opportunities for welfare recipients have expanded in 
some New York institutions because of the activities of different in-
stitutional activists. These activists are also policy entrepreneurs but 
are lodged outside of local government. Although they “row,” by tak-
ing direction from government agencies, they also “steer.” The activists 
believe that for the work ﬁrst philosophy to succeed, TANF recipients 
require access to training so they can build a long-term career path that 
will move them out of poverty. Key activists have included welfare 
rights organizations, CUNY “Central” as the umbrella administration 
Table 10.2  Program Offerings for TANF Students by Institutions with  
 TANF-Speciﬁc Programs (%)
Type of program colleges offer USa NYCb
Degree programs 71.2 100.0
Nondegree programs 82.7 60.0
Coursework to develop soft skills 96.2 100.0
Preparatory courses 90.4 60.0
Short-term training programs 84.9 60.0
Tutorial programs 81.1 80.0
Internships with employers 77.4 80.0
a From general sample in Meléndez et al. 1999.
b TANF programs are only in CUNY schools and one other institution.
SOURCE: Meléndez et al. 1999; author’s calculations.
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for multiple colleges, and staff activists within individual colleges that 
serve TANF recipients directly. 
Welfare rights activists 
After continued protests by New York’s highly organized welfare 
rights organizations, the HRA modiﬁed its practices that discouraged 
TANF recipients from seeking training. Litigation, trying to reform 
workfare, took an early lead in New York. Issues that the Welfare Law 
Center, the Legal Aid Society, and others in the city’s welfare-rights 
movement have contested include the following: 1) illegal diversion of 
welfare recipients from beneﬁts, 2) low-quality child care placements 
for TANF-covered children, 3) lack of workplace safety for workfare 
participants, 4) unwillingness of nonproﬁt organizations to become 
WEP sites, 5) illegal denial of food stamp and Medicaid assistance, and 
6) payment of below prevailing wages for workfare placements, con-
trary to a New York State Supreme Court decision (Abramovitz 1997; 
Mannix et al. 1998; Laarman 1998; Casey 1998; NASW 1999; WLC 
1999).
In regard to educational rights, the Welfare Law Center and the Le-
gal Aid Society brought a class-action suit on behalf of all TANF recipi-
ents against the HRA over its policy of assigning recipients to WEP ac-
tivities regardless of their desire for education or training. The plaintiffs 
in this case, single parents on welfare who were enrolled in education or 
training programs, charged that the city’s policy violated the state law 
requiring that individualized assessments and employability plans be 
made for each TANF recipient and that assignments be made according 
to recipient preferences when possible (Mannix et al. 1998).6
The original plaintiff, Evelyn Davila, for example, was enrolled in 
an 11-month medical technician program but was told by the city to 
give this up and take a WEP assignment in order to continue receiving 
her welfare payments.7 In July 2003, the TANF recipients won the case 
on appeal in the Supreme Court of the State of New York. Fisher reports 
that “under the agreement, the city must assess the needs of welfare 
recipients and come up with ‘employability plans’ which may include 
job training or additional schooling. Recipients can appeal those plans 
if they disagree with them. The settlement also allows attorneys from 
the Welfare Law Center to monitor the city’s efforts” (2003, p. 1).
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Hence, broad-based organizing and protests have been key mecha-
nisms by which New York City’s welfare reform laws and agency prac-
tices, including those related to postsecondary education, have been 
modiﬁed to encourage education and training alongside work. Activism 
by CUNY’s central administration—as I will describe next—has also 
been crucial to the educational offerings that do exist today for TANF 
recipients.
CUNY Central 
In the 1980s and early 1990s, CUNY’s central ofﬁces worked close-
ly with the City’s HRA under Mayor Dinkin’s administration to develop 
educational programming and services for the poor. This early institu-
tional support helped set up several programs and services for welfare-
receiving students. Although some of the programs have ceased to exist 
under the current climate of welfare reform, these earlier efforts have 
stimulated the individual CUNY colleges to begin thinking of program-
ming for welfare recipients. 
In the early period, the central CUNY ofﬁce established the Center 
for College Options, which played a support and liaison role for pub-
lic assistance recipients wanting to enter CUNY by helping them with 
ﬁnancial aid, testing, remedial work and other hurdles. In addition, in 
1993, CUNY created the College Opportunity to Prepare for Employ-
ment (COPE) program, its brainchild to encourage AFDC recipients to 
gain college credits and skills as a means to achieve eventual ﬁnancial 
independence. HRA intake staff readily referred appropriate welfare re-
cipients to CUNY colleges for enrollment in this program. 
CUNY and the City’s HRA initially designed the COPE program 
to move single, welfare-receiving parents through at least two years of 
college and an associate degree program. These credentials offer career-
focused skills, entry to semi-skilled jobs, and a foothold in a potential 
lifetime career that could involve further education. With this as their 
goal, COPE program staff focused on the retention and graduation of 
students. Prior to welfare reform, the COPE program consisted of three 
components. First, the program targeted only a subset of welfare-receiv-
ing students. For instance, the ﬁrst year’s COPE cohort represented only 
11 percent and 14 percent of all eligible students at Hostos and LaGuar-
dia, respectively.8 Staff selected these ﬁrst COPE participants according 
to their potential for future employability and their college readiness. 
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A second component of this early COPE program was to move each 
incoming cohort of students through as much of the academic experi-
ence together as possible. Staff arranged block scheduling of classes 
so that all COPE students attended classes only with one another; this 
facilitated peer studying, joint use of tutors, and peer counseling. The 
third program component involved support services offered to students, 
which included everything from personal and academic counseling to 
specialized workshops and job placement.
Before welfare reform, COPE students could attend college full or 
part time and receive welfare stipends and other training related expens-
es (TREs) for up to three years. This meant that an early COPE program 
participant’s day would be composed exclusively of classes, studying, 
and time spent receiving counseling and other support services until she 
ﬁnished a two-year degree. Child care responsibilities were balanced 
against this academic work. Controlling for entering characteristics and 
skill levels, researchers who compared COPE students with other wel-
fare-receiving CUNY students found that COPE students made faster 
progress toward a degree compared with similar non-COPE students at 
the same colleges (Gittell et al. 1996).9 Hence, COPE, which had been 
put in place because of CUNY Central’s support, offered a subset of 
welfare-receiving students the services they needed to gain skills and 
credentials.
Staff activists 
After the PRWORA of 1996, COPE underwent signiﬁcant changes. 
At ﬁrst, the city reduced TREs to two years and initiated workfare re-
quirements of 20 hours a week for all TANF recipients. Then, in 1998, 
it reduced TREs to 12 months and increased the work requirement to 
35 hours (ten more than the state’s mandate). Now, an incoming TANF-
receiving COPE student can obtain a year’s exemption from WEP to 
take occupationally oriented classes (TREs can no longer be used for 
academic classes that lead to transfer to a four-year college), but of-
ten also must work. Typically, she will take a full load of 12–15 class 
credits (up from 5 allowable class credits before the settlement of the 
Davila lawsuit in 2003). The remaining 20–23 hours to meet the full 
work requirement must be spent in an internship, work study, WEP 
assignment, or job. The second and remaining years in school are not 
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covered by TREs, so the student must work 35 hours weekly along with 
attending school. 
At the same time the COPE program moved to the performance-
based payment system instituted by the HRA, CUNY also expanded the 
COPE program rolls. This has watered down programmatic support for 
each participant. Under the new HRA guidelines, student retention and 
graduation are no longer compensable program goals. Currently, COPE 
staff secure program funding if, and only if, they place TANF recipients 
in jobs. The city will even pay colleges for placing TANF recipients in 
jobs who have never enrolled in classes. After welfare reform, CUNY 
increased the number of campuses offering COPE (from an initial four 
community college campuses to 10) and opened it to all welfare-re-
ceiving students without increasing the overall COPE budget. This has 
tripled the size of the COPE programs at Hostos and LaGuardia in num-
bers of participants while cutting individual program budgets. These 
changes, therefore, have placed signiﬁcant ﬁnancial pressures on the 
ability of staff to assist individual TANF students. 
Because of the program’s expansion, as well as an explosion in the 
HRA’s workfare-related reporting requirements, COPE counselors now 
help students negotiate the HRA and WEP assignments rather than deal 
with personal or ﬁnancial issues as they had before. They have also 
successfully intervened to make their TANF students’ days logistically 
possible. Initially, workfare job placements were mostly in Brooklyn—
a signiﬁcant distance to travel from Hostos, LaGuardia, and some other 
CUNY campuses. This made the logistics of getting back and forth to 
work, school, and the HRA ofﬁce for reporting requirements impossible 
as a daily regimen, prompting various staff responses to ﬁnd a solu-
tion. Initially, CUNY colleges joined with TANF recipients to protest 
this arrangement. This led the state legislature in 1997 to mandate that 
college students be placed in workfare jobs at or near their colleges. 
Even after this mandate, however, the city was slow in complying, tak-
ing more than two years to register the CUNY colleges as legitimate 
workfare settings and excluding two from ever getting this designation 
(Arenson 1998; New York Times 1998). The two left out were Hostos 
and the Borough of Manhattan Community College. Since those two 
are situated in Democratic strongholds, some observers attribute this 
to politics. 
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As a result, Hostos’ staff had to ﬁnd a different solution to help its 
welfare-receiving students stay in school under workfare. Because the 
city did not designate Hostos as a WEP site, its TANF students must 
either travel to an external WEP assignment or be involved in an intern-
ship or federal work study assignment. Since work study funding can 
be used for on-campus work assignments, Hostos’ ﬁnancial aid ofﬁce 
has aggressively pursued this funding. It led all of CUNY’s commu-
nity colleges in the use of the work study assignments for its students, 
covering 61 percent of its welfare-receiving students in 1998. In fact, 
in early 1998, more than half (57 percent) of all CUNY COPE students 
who utilized work study positions in lieu of WEP assignments were at 
Hostos (Table 10.3). This share declined later in the year, simply be-
cause other CUNY colleges followed Hostos’ lead and began utilizing 
work study more fully.
COPE staff at both colleges have been remarkably resilient. The 
COPE programs at Hostos and LaGuardia now represent the largest 
and most successful (in terms of job placements) within the CUNY sys-
tem. Each has grown threefold since its ﬁrst year of operation; currently 
800–900 students receive services at each campus. The two colleges 
make the highest job placements among all CUNY COPE programs. 
For example, during the 1997–1998 school year, each of these two pro-
grams placed about 100 students in jobs, representing about half the 
placements made by COPE staff at CUNY’s six community colleges 
and one-third the number made at its 11 senior colleges.10 Furthermore, 
Hostos and LaGuardia have dealt successfully with budget cutbacks. 
They have devised different, but equally successful, mechanisms that 
help students carry out their WEP assignments on-site and negotiate the 
often burdensome HRA bureaucracy. In addition, the staff at each col-
lege try to link students with work experiences that employ degree-re-
lated skills, both at their WEP placements and, later, on their ﬁrst jobs. 
What we see here, then, is that the overly restrictive workfare poli-
cies that New York City’s HRA has put in place have become less so 
through the innovative tactics of a variety of actors. The actors have 
successfully litigated or pressured policymakers to ensure that TANF 
recipients can claim their educational rights. Unique pedagogical phi-
losophies, as discussed below, also facilitate recipients’ learning. 
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Table 10.3  Use of WEP Exemptions and Nontraditional Programming in CUNY (%)
Type of program or service
All CUNY 
colleges
Community 
colleges Hostos C.C. LaGuardia C.C.
WEP exemptions within COPE
Work study (Spring 1998) 100 81 57 18
Work study (Fall 1998) 100 87 36 9
Internships (Spring 1998) 100 96 20 75
Internships (Fall 1998) 100 87 38 24
Welfare recipient enrollment (1998) 100 53 9 8
Nontraditional programming
Continuing ed. enrollment (Fall 1997) 100 45 1 19
Certiﬁcate prog. enrollment (Fall 1997) 100 43 2 6
Total enrollment (1997) 100 37 2 6
SOURCE: CUNY COPE statistics, 1999; CUNY Student Data Book, Fall 1997.
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Innovative Pedagogies
Within CUNY, Hostos and LaGuardia take innovative pedagogical 
approaches to their students. Hostos’ mission is to provide “educational 
opportunities leading to socio-economic mobility for ﬁrst and second 
generation Hispanics, African Americans, and other residents of New 
York City who have encountered signiﬁcant barriers to higher educa-
tion.”11 LaGuardia has a similar mission to that of Hostos but carries it 
out differently. 
Bilingual college
Since its founding, Hostos has followed a bilingual educational 
model, one that focuses on Hispanic adult learners with limited Eng-
lish proﬁciency. Since more than two-thirds of Hostos students claim 
a Caribbean ancestry and list Spanish as their native language, the col-
lege offers a Spanish-English learning environment. Furthermore, Hos-
tos students are more likely than other community college students at 
CUNY to have an out-of-state or foreign high school degree (31 percent 
versus 15 percent for the system as a whole), a GED (31 percent versus 
24 percent), and difﬁculties passing the CUNY skills assessment tests 
(55 percent did not pass any tests at Hostos versus 35 percent CUNY-
wide). Hostos students, in general, also require much more support than 
those in the rest of CUNY. This is because they are more likely than 
students in any of CUNY’s other community colleges to be poor (two-
thirds came from households making less than $15,000 in 1997 versus 
42 percent from the system as a whole) and supporting children (61 
percent versus 36 percent, respectively) or functioning as a single par-
ent (43 percent versus 17 percent) (CUNY 1997). 
The bilingual component includes these special services: bilingual 
administrative functions, college orientation, counseling and advising, 
tutoring and instruction, cultural activities, and library materials. Al-
though Hostos has been lauded in the past for its bilingual approach, 
more recently it has come under increasing criticism for failure to move 
its graduates into an English environment. When a signiﬁcant number 
of its graduating class failed a writing exam that CUNY’s trustees im-
posed university-wide as a belated requirement for graduation, the col-
lege’s president was asked to resign (Arenson 1998). Today, the college 
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is working on improving test scores among its student body, according 
to its special needs (Varro 2004).
Co-op model 
LaGuardia is the only cooperative education college within CUNY. 
The co-op model allows the college to create a stronger link between 
the classroom and the workplace. The college views this approach “as 
a particularly effective learning strategy for a New York City open en-
rollment institution; [the students of which are] essentially minority, 
low income and recent or ﬁrst generation immigrants.”12 This approach 
helps students explore different career options and apply classroom 
concepts to work situations. Hence, it makes the transition from educa-
tion to employment more successful for them. The co-op program ac-
complishes this through the use of internships: full-time students must 
complete a related introductory course and two internships as part of 
their degree programs. LaGuardia had wanted to go further with the 
co-op experience and boost the number of required internships but has 
been restrained by CUNY so that it does not stray too far from a tradi-
tional academic model. Even so, because of its philosophy LaGuardia 
outpaces all other CUNY institutions in the use of internships; in early 
1998, 75 percent of all CUNY COPE students gaining a WEP exemp-
tion to fulﬁll an internship were enrolled at LaGuardia (Table 10.3). 
This amount declined as other COPE programs began to learn from La-
Guardia and use internships more to avoid unrelated WEP assignments 
for their students. 
Cluster learning
Another key educational innovation at LaGuardia is the widespread 
use of “learning communities” or “clusters” throughout the College. 
Clusters involve combining two or more courses for a group of students 
to take together. LaGuardia staff started pairing ESL students together in 
their non-language courses in the 1980s. Since then, the idea has spread 
to the whole college. Staff have found that students in clusters get bet-
ter grades than if they were to take the course alone, because students 
who take the same classes can study together as well as offer peer sup-
port and advice on personal issues. Faculty members in cluster courses 
also plan their courses together and integrate what they are teaching so 
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that information offered in one class supports that in another. The staff 
(faculty and counselors) form clusters by combining students with simi-
lar educational interests into a human resources cluster, an accounting 
cluster, and so forth. 
Hence, both of these “best practice” organizations have developed 
innovative pedagogies that are intended to facilitate learning among 
non-traditional adult learners. Even so, limits have been placed on these 
pedagogical innovations by the wider CUNY administration, which is 
resisting pushing these innovative models to the extreme. A ﬁnal set 
of innovations in the colleges’ structure has also taken place, in part to 
circumvent other CUNY restrictions which limit the ability of college 
staff to ﬁt into the new workfare regulations.
 
Innovative Structures
One hurdle that CUNY presents to college staff wanting to develop 
new programming for their TANF students is the lengthy time it takes 
for the bureaucracy to approve new credit-bearing degrees or programs. 
For example, staff at Hostos estimate it took four years to get the ﬁnal 
approval needed from CUNY to begin operating a new LPN certiﬁcate 
program. This delay becomes particularly problematic given that the 
HRA will only allow for a year of training to take place, yet the as-
sociate degrees offered by CUNY’s community colleges take at least 
two years to ﬁnish. LaGuardia has been especially innovative here. By 
building up a substantial adult education division, it has provided an 
alternative academic structure—albeit one that does not confer credit—
for developing short-term training programs for TANF recipients and 
others. LaGuardia is clearly the leader here; of the almost 28,000 people 
enrolled in adult continuing education classes among all 17 colleges 
within the CUNY system, almost 20 percent attend LaGuardia (Table 
10.3). In addition, LaGuardia utilizes this division to house a develop-
ment corporation that can make more direct ties with business, facilitat-
ing placement of its students in internships and jobs beyond what a tra-
ditional college can offer. These speciﬁc initiatives include LaGuardia’s 
Project Enable and its HRA-funded Vocational Work Study (VOWS) 
program, its Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center’s job search 
and training components, and its Urban Center for Economic Develop- 
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ment—all located within the college’s Adult and Continuing Education 
Division (ACE). 
Project Enable and VOWS
Project Enable runs several training programs for homeless heads-
of-household, other public assistance recipients, and the low-income 
unemployed. It operates programs on-site in shelters, in transitional 
housing, and on campus. Recently, it began an HRA-funded pilot proj-
ect for TANF recipients, the Vocational Work Study (VOWS) project. 
VOWS offers training in computerized ofﬁce skills to participants who 
concurrently carry out workfare assignments within the New York City 
Housing Authority (NYCHA). Participants work at NYCHA three days 
a week and come to LaGuardia for all-day training on the fourth and 
ﬁfth days in skills related to their work assignment. The training pro-
gram follows an “open entry–open exit” model; welfare recipients enter 
training whenever they are ready. Staff run the training in short modules 
that offer novel instructional techniques such as peer and small group 
instruction to better meet participants’ needs. The project’s staff is try-
ing to convince the HRA and the city that short-term training can be 
effective and also be integrated into workfare settings. The NYCHA has 
hired several trainees as full-time staff, indicating the project’s success 
as a training program.
Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center
Another way that LaGuardia works with welfare recipients is 
through the Adult Career Counseling and Resource Center (ACCRC), 
housed in Adult and Continuing Education. The center serves “all adult 
students enrolled in noncredit continuing education classes and com-
munity residents who want to explore career changes and enter or re-
enter the job market.”13 ACCRC assists welfare recipients through sev-
eral programs, including its Job Search Skills Program, its Work First 
Center, and the InVEST Pilot Program. 
The Job Search Skills Program helps single individuals ﬁnd jobs—
people who have applied for public assistance and have waited sev-
eral months for beneﬁts. ACCRC staff teach participants job seeking 
skills (e.g., interviewing techniques, how to identify likely employers) 
and offer access to computers, phones, and a job placement specialist. 
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Also housed under ACCRC is one of the HRA’s Work First centers—an 
unusual partnership since most Work First centers are located in com-
munity-based organizations. As a Work First Center, ACCRC receives 
referrals from the HRA; it teaches these TANF recipients job seeking 
skills and provides help in ﬁnding jobs. 
The ACCRC also offers New York State’s pilot program InVEST, 
as do three other organizations throughout the state. The Individual Vo-
cational Education and Skills Training Program (InVEST) involves a 
collaboration of four agencies: the state Department of Employment, 
the Higher Education Service Corporation, CUNY, and the HRA. This 
program offers training vouchers to public assistance recipients who 
are working but earn so little that they still depend on welfare. The goal 
is to enhance their skills so they can obtain a job that will take them 
off welfare. HRA offers the client six months of TREs to take a course 
that can lead to better employment. The Family Institute, a component 
within LaGuardia’s ACE that operates programs to promote schooling 
among the poor and educationally disadvantaged, designed six-month 
programs in computer information systems and computer repair for the 
pilot.14 Since ACE houses both Work First and the InVEST training 
program, it can identify those applicants who are eligible for six months 
of training when they come in for job seeking assistance. HRA pays for 
this noncredit bearing short-term training. 
Regardless of these innovations, however, no source ﬁnances con-
tinuing education that may lead to certiﬁcates or degrees for those who 
are working. As the ACCRC director explains, “What is missing from 
this system is a middle ground, where people can obtain ﬁnancial aid 
for more vocational training,…funds that can support training for low 
income individuals who want to continue their education and training 
but do not have sufﬁcient resources to pay for these programs. An ex-
ample would be those individuals who leave public assistance but are 
still in low level jobs.” 
Although LaGuardia has excelled at providing short-term, non-
credit training through its continuing education division and two-year 
associate degrees through its other programs, it has done relatively little 
in the way of offering certiﬁcate programs. For instance, whereas 9,576 
of its students enrolled in continuing education courses in 1997, only 
44 were enrolled in one-year certiﬁcate programs (CUNY 1997). Even 
so, the college’s 6 percent share of CUNY enrollment in certiﬁcate pro-
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grams mirrors its share of overall enrollment (Table 10.3). One-year 
certiﬁcate programs earn credit that the student can later apply toward 
an associate or a bachelor’s degree. The creation of certiﬁcate programs 
has been underutilized in much of CUNY because of the overly lengthy 
approval process, which discourages the establishment of shorter but 
credit-bearing programs. 
As with other COPE Programs at CUNY, LaGuardia has on staff 
its own job placement specialist who nurtures contacts with local em-
ployers. However, since she also works out of LaGuardia’s ACCRC, 
she is well integrated with the range of job development activities for 
all of the College’s TANF recipients, not just those who are full-time 
students. Therefore she has the ability to make linkages among LaGuar-
dia’s programs for TANF recipients in order to set up longer-term ca-
reer ladders. At the same time, employers are regularly involved in the 
college’s economic development activities, which further strengthens 
job linkages. Even though the activities have not been formally coor-
dinated, the pieces are all there at LaGuardia, which should, over time, 
facilitate formal career ladder planning for welfare recipients. These 
economic development activities are substantial and involve the efforts 
of the LaGuardia Urban Center for Economic Development (LUCED) 
and its participation in CUNY’s Quality Consortium, its Taxi and Lim-
ousine Institute, and its partnership, along with other educational insti-
tutions, in the Communications Managers Association. Each is brieﬂy 
proﬁled below.
LaGuardia’s economic development corporation, LUCED, was cre-
ated within the college’s Adult and Continuing Education Division in 
the mid-1980s to offer education and training programs to private, pub-
lic, and nonproﬁt sector organizations. The center designs and holds 
customized training sessions, offers workshops for businesses (one is 
“Government Contracting for Minority and Women Entrepreneurs”), 
links these ﬁrms to the college’s co-op program and its student interns, 
and provides technical assistance and training to entrepreneurs and 
small businesses. LUCED’s Preparing for Proﬁt (PREP) Program and 
Entrepreneurial Assistance Center speciﬁcally target minorities, wom-
en, and small businesses. Each year LaGuardia places more than 2,000 
interns in 600 local companies, in part through LUCED contacts.15
LUCED’s total quality management component conducts programs 
for businesses wanting to improve the quality of their products and 
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services through worker training programs and technical assistance. In 
the early 1990s, LUCED held its ﬁrst conference on quality manage-
ment for small business, after which it developed a program to offer 
affordable consulting on this issue to local small businesses. In 1998, 
funds from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation allowed LUCED to expand 
these services. The college’s Industrial Management Resource Program 
(IMRP) now conducts the program and offers services jointly with the 
Long Island City Business Development Corporation.16 
LaGuardia’s Taxi and Limousine Institute was cofounded and is 
funded by the city’s Taxi and Limousine Commission. The Institute 
offers continuing education courses to all drivers in accordance with 
the commission’s training requirements and to date has prepared over 
45,000 people to qualify for a taxi license.17 Another way for LaGuardia 
to connect with New York companies and help serve both company and 
student interests is through membership in industry associations and 
partnerships, like the regional Communications Managers Association, 
for which it offers educational advice. These connections also help the 
college run a successful co-op program, making important employment 
links for its students.
CONCLUSION
The ﬁndings of this work indicate that workfare settings, and the 
incentives or disincentives that states and cities provide, can hamper 
employment and training innovations developed for TANF recipients. 
However, in such settings, as in New York City, other actors in the policy 
environment also play a signiﬁcant steering function. As Brettschneider 
(2001) notes, actors can counter top-down planning that does not meet 
their needs through a variety of mechanisms such as litigation, adver-
sarial tactics, or interorganizational collaboration. Some of New York’s 
community colleges, in league with other nonproﬁts and TANF recipi-
ents, have used these tactics and others to try to increase employment 
and training opportunities in a strong workfare regime. Hence, colleges 
like Hostos and LaGuardia that are the “rowers” are also steering the 
work ﬁrst debate from their position of inﬂuence. They are resisting a 
“race to the bottom” that some scholars (Lynch 1994) argue may occur 
in devolved governmental systems that are more interested in cutting 
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the costs of service provision than in solving intractable social prob-
lems like persistent poverty and welfare dependency. 
Both colleges needed an alternative vision to carry out a success-
ful “welfare-to-school-to-work” policy. They developed this vision, in 
part, through the efforts of CUNY Central and the HRA in previous 
educationally oriented city administrations. This alternative policy also 
received substantial support and deﬁnition from New York’s “workfare 
reform” legal and activist community. Both colleges have also been 
able to innovate TANF-speciﬁc programming through various staff 
efforts to make training accessible in spite of the limitations inherent 
in the broader policy environment. Both colleges encourage staff in-
novation through an active mission for serving the poor and through 
pedagogical philosophies that aim to motivate nontraditional students. 
In addition, LaGuardia’s Adult Education Division offers an organiza-
tional structure that is more ﬂexible for creating new and unusual pro-
gramming. Because of these features, both colleges have been able to 
reshape New York’s rigid workfare regime to incorporate skill training 
for TANF recipients. Their efforts are particularly important as states 
now work to move the remaining TANF recipients off welfare—those 
that are least educated and skilled (Besharov 2004). Through such ef-
forts, they, along with local government, are reinventing welfare.
Notes
Portions of this chapter appeared previously in the Community College Journal of Re-
search and Practice, Vol. 27, No. 6, July 2003, and are republished by permission.
 
 1.  These colleges were chosen from a larger national survey because each offered 
programming targeted speciﬁcally at welfare recipients. See Meléndez et al. 
(2002) for results of the national survey.
 2. Leon (1995) and Casey (1998) also describe earlier federal efforts to stimulate 
workfare programming (e.g., President Johnson’s WIN program for AFDC re-
cipients in 1967) and state workfare provisions (e.g., the New York State Work 
Relief Program in 1959, which required that employable Home Relief clients 
work on Work Relief projects to secure their beneﬁts).
 3.  For instance, in December 1997, New York City housed 817,000 welfare recipi-
ents out of a total of 1.16 million in the state (Casey 1998).
 4.  White (1997) states that although the City reported 38,000 WEP participants in 
early 1997, it placed 166,683 people into WEP from July 1995 through October 
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1996, or about 126,000 annually.
 5.  Peterson’s Guide to Two-Year Colleges (1999) lists 20 community colleges in 
New York City. Each of these was contacted for a telephone interview; 17 agreed 
to be interviewed. The full results of the survey are reported in Meléndez et al. 
(2002).
 6. In a case originally ﬁled in 1996 as Davila v. Hammons, the plaintiffs won a 
preliminary injunction against the city in March 1997 in the Supreme Court of 
New York County. The city appealed this decision—in what was now the case of 
Davila v. Eggelston—and agreed to a settlement favoring the plaintiffs in 2003 
(Fisher 2003; Poverty Law Center n.d.).
 7. Initial critiques of New York City’s WEP program contend that it seldom led 
to skills enhancement or permanent jobs for the TANF recipients (Finder 1998; 
White 1997).
 8. These ﬁgures come from 1995 administrative records of the COPE programs at 
Hostos Community College and LaGuardia Community College.
 9. Characteristics included a student’s age, gender, welfare status, ethnicity, college 
of attendance, and high school group (i.e., whether high school degree was from 
a school in the New York City public, New York City private, New York State, or 
foreign/out-of-state system, or from a GED program).
 10. Taken from 1999 administrative records of the COPE programs at Hostos Com-
munity College and LaGuardia Community College.
 11. See “Hostos Community College,” http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/about/hostos01.
htm (accessed August 10, 2004).
 12. Taken from information on LaGuardia Community College’s Cooperative Edu-
cation Program at the college’s Web site, http://lagcc.cuny.edu (accessed May 
28, 1999).
 13. See “Adult and Continuing Education,” Programs, Adult Career Counseling and 
Resource Center, http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/ace/new.htm (accessed August 10, 
2004).
 14. For more details on the programs of the Family Institute, see the United Way 
Web page, http://caresdb.uwnyc.org/cares/AgyRslt_45.cfm?AgyRec=2940 (ac-
cessed August 11, 2004).
 15. Taken from information on LaGuardia Community College’s Cooperative  Edu-
cation Program and LUCED at the college’s Web site, http://www.lagcc.cuny.
edu (accessed May 28, 1999).
 16. See “Industrial Management Resource Program,” http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/
ace/imrp/index.html (accessed August 11, 2004).
 17. See “Adult and Continuing Education,” Programs, The New York City Taxi 
Driver Institute, http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/ace/new.htm (accessed August 11, 
2004).
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Community Colleges as 
Workforce Intermediaries 
Building Career Ladders for Low-Wage Workers
Joan Fitzgerald 
Northeastern University
OVERVIEW
When Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) was en-
acted in 1996, the country was experiencing a tight labor market, which 
created vacancies for many new workers. Yet even in this booming 
economy, the employment and earnings prospects for job seekers leav-
ing welfare was dismal. Today, openings in the service-sector occu-
pations that former TANF clients have been ﬁlling (e.g., retail clerk, 
lawn service technician, certiﬁed nursing assistant, child care provider) 
are once again growing, but pay in these low-skill jobs is still near the 
minimum wage and has not increased in real terms in more than two 
decades. Indeed, despite record economic growth in the ﬁve year period 
after TANF was passed, over one-ﬁfth of male and almost one-third 
of female workers earned poverty-level wages (Mishel, Bernstein, and 
Schmitt 1999). 
These ﬁgures are not merely a reﬂection of more people working 
part-time. Although more full-time jobs are available to help people 
make the transition from welfare to work, a report by the Conference 
Board found that the number of full-time workers who are poor in-
creased from 1997 to 1998 (Barrington 2000, p. 4). This study estimates 
the number of working poor in the United States at between four and 
ﬁve million. The cause of this trend is an increase in the relative share 
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of low-skill, low-wage employment, largely driven by the shift from 
manufacturing to services (Table 11.1).
Clearly, long-term economic independence will not be achieved 
simply by moving people off TANF and into dead-end jobs. Low-wage 
workers have to be able to advance into more highly skilled and better 
paying jobs. To do so, they need to continually upgrade their skills. 
Community college vocational programs are uniquely poised to 
provide the training needed for low-wage workers to advance into these 
better paying jobs. Most of the nation’s community colleges have devel-
oped short-term training programs, some speciﬁcally for TANF clients. 
A few community colleges are attempting to build on these programs 
by offering courses and programs for students after initial placement to 
prepare them to advance on the job. This report presents best practice 
in these programs. 
My intent, however, is not simply to present best practice. Cumu-
latively, even best practice programs will have very limited impact if 
the economy is creating too many low-paying and dead-end jobs. Com-
munity colleges are uniquely positioned to succeed at creating career 
ladders and wage progression opportunities because they have the po-
tential to inﬂuence the structure of employment. Many community col-
leges engage in economic development activities that provide technical 
assistance to businesses to help them become high performance work 
organizations.1 
These programs seldom have any connection to the vocational pro-
grams community colleges offer for people moving off welfare. In both 
types of programs, however, community colleges act as labor market 
intermediaries that not only connect supply and demand but also at-
tempt to inﬂuence demand. To the extent they are successful in these 
programs, community colleges can help to create better paying jobs 
Table 11.1  Change in Employment (%), by Pay Category, 1963–98
Industry                                                % of Employment
 1963 1998
High-paying 28 21
Middle-paying 37 16
Low-paying 35 63
SOURCE: The Conference Board.
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as well as provide the training for people to ﬁll them. Going to scale 
with career ladder and wage progression strategies means that commu-
nity colleges have to convince employers to create more middle-paying 
jobs. 
This chapter examines the extent to which community colleges play 
a more active role than in the past in encouraging employers to restruc-
ture jobs, given the proliferation of low-wage jobs. Three highly suc-
cessful community college programs that focus on career ladders or 
wage progression are presented: 
• Job Ladder Partnership, Shoreline Community College 
 (Seattle metropolitan area)
• Essential Skills Partnership, Community College of Denver
• Environmental Health and Safety Program, South Seattle 
 Community College
I highlight the elements of the programs that are behind their suc-
cess and discuss more broadly the extent to which community colleges 
can be intermediaries that inﬂuence employers to create better jobs. The 
discussion focuses on the structure of employment, the policy environ-
ment, and how community colleges institutionalize programs with lim-
ited funding streams. 
The sites were identiﬁed through informal interviews with commu-
nity college administrators, membership organization representatives, 
and researchers. The three colleges chosen were mentioned repeatedly 
as ones trying to build career ladders into their certiﬁcate and degree 
programs, particularly those programs targeting Welfare-to-Work cli-
ents. 
At each site, interviews were conducted with faculty and adminis-
trators, the college president, business partners, and social service agen-
cy and community organization partners. In addition to these sources, 
the cases are based on college documents and evaluation data. 
COMMUNITY COLLEGES AS LABOR MARKET 
INTERMEDIARIES
About two-thirds of community colleges have short-term vocation-
al programs geared to welfare recipients (Meléndez and Falcón 1999). 
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Most of these last from three to six months, are noncredit, and do not 
articulate with related degree programs. In 1997 I was part of a research 
team that identiﬁed best practice in these programs (see Fitzgerald and 
Jenkins 1997). In this project we identiﬁed teaching innovations such as 
creating learning communities and integrating literacy with vocational 
instruction. We examined how community colleges formed partner-
ships to provide the intensive support services needed by this popula-
tion to ﬁnish programs and adjust to the world of work. We also noted 
the concern that many of the dedicated community college faculty and 
staff conveyed over how the forthcoming welfare reform would impact 
their programs. Staff at LaGuardia Community College’s highly effec-
tive welfare reform program, the College Opportunity to Prepare for 
Employment (COPE), expressed pride in having moved many former 
welfare clients from basic literacy to an associate degree in three years. 
Yet they feared that the time limits and “work ﬁrst” requirements of the 
recently passed welfare reform legislation would undercut their ability 
to continue the program. 
Indeed, their fears proved justiﬁed. New York has not invested sav-
ings from the reduction in welfare caseloads into education and training 
(see Emsellem 2000). Since New York City’s version of Welfare-to-
Work, the Work Experience Program (WEP), gives workfare priority 
over education, funds for COPE have been reduced (see McCormick 
[1999] for details on state and city funding of public assistance in New 
York). Even as it cut COPE funds, the city expanded the program from 
4 to 10 campuses. As a result, LaGuardia’s COPE classes have tripled 
in size while funding has dwindled. The counseling and case manage-
ment that made the program so successful have been reduced drastical-
ly. Staff have been forced to select students requiring less remediation. 
COPE students are now eligible only for certiﬁcate programs of one 
year or less, reducing the possibility that they will be able to obtain jobs 
that will move them out of poverty.
Community college Welfare-to-Work programs throughout the 
country have faced similar constraints. Work ﬁrst has forced many 
community colleges to do more creaming and less training. But there 
has been another response. Some community colleges are developing 
a second generation of programs that still use short-term training to 
get people into jobs quickly but also have explicit steps for continuing 
training after students become employed. These programs provide real 
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opportunities for wage progression and occupational upgrading that are 
not present in most Welfare-to-Work programs. 
The three career ladder programs described in this report take dif-
ferent approaches to career ladders and focus on different industries. 
The Job Ladders program at Shoreline Community College has path-
ways (curricula) in manufacturing, customer relations, health services, 
and information technology. South Seattle Community College is ex-
perimenting with offering modules instead of courses in environmental 
health and safety. The Essential Skills Program at Community College 
of Denver has several job ladder career tracks but has been most suc-
cessful in early childhood education and medical instrument technol-
ogy. 
Although relatively new, these programs are showing impressive 
results in both job placement and advancement. Their success is most-
ly a function of identifying a limited number of occupations that have 
relatively high starting wages, minimal entry-level requirements, and 
opportunities for advancement. Yet studies from the Economic Policy 
Institute and the Conference Board reveal there are few jobs with these 
characteristics. This is not simply a supply-side problem that can be 
solved by providing more education and training programs. It is a de-
mand-side problem of an economy not creating enough jobs that allow 
entry-level workers to advance. Because of community colleges’ eco-
nomic development mission, a lot of hope has been placed in those in-
stitutions to be the intermediaries that not only link supply and demand 
but also inﬂuence employers to create better jobs (see Fitzgerald 1998a; 
Rosenfeld 2000; Rosenfeld and Kingslow 1995). Is this too much to ex-
pect of a community college? To answer this question, we need to have 
a better sense of what is meant by a labor market intermediary.  
Labor market intermediaries connect people to jobs. Their varying 
roles can be placed on a continuum, based on the extent to which they try 
to inﬂuence factors of supply and demand. The most basic intermediar-
ies don’t add value to the supply; they simply make connections. Head-
hunters, for example, help employers ﬁnd the most qualiﬁed people for 
speciﬁc jobs. They operate at the high end of the labor market, ﬁnding 
highly qualiﬁed people for top jobs in ﬁrms or organizations. The U.S. 
Employment Service, which helps unemployed workers ﬁnd jobs, is 
also in the category of connector. The $80, on average, that it spends 
on each participant reduces that person’s unemployment insurance pay-
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ments by about two weeks (Osterman, 1999, p. 135). At both the high 
and the low end of the labor market, temporary agencies also connect 
people to jobs. Although many Welfare-to-Work programs are built on 
the concept of “temp to perm,” there is increasingly a dark side to this 
type of intermediary. Proliferating temp agencies working through a 
network of hiring halls in Chicago’s inner-city neighborhoods provide 
manual day labor for suburban employers. In the crudest sense they are 
intermediaries, but as Peck and Theodore (2001, p. 4) show, their ac-
tual function is to assist ﬁrms in exploiting workers “whose social and 
economic circumstances render them contingent.” At best, connectors 
reduce the length of unemployment. At worst, they are exploitive. 
Placement intermediaries provide some combination of job train-
ing, education, and social support services to prepare clients for the 
labor market. Since most middle-class people have access to education 
and social networks through which jobs are found, placement interme-
diaries work mostly with low-income groups. Many community-based 
organizations (CBOs) have become quite effective in this arena. A large 
literature identiﬁes the speciﬁc program elements and documents how 
organizations network to provide the comprehensive set of services 
needed to move people from welfare to work, often into living-wage 
jobs (see Meléndez 1996; Harrison, Weiss, and Gant 1995; Meléndez 
and Harrison 1998; Harrison and Weiss 1996; Lautsch and Osterman 
1998). Many community colleges also network with CBOs and social 
service agencies to provide support services, but some offer them on 
their own (see Fitzgerald and Jenkins 1997). Both CBOs and commu-
nity colleges develop relationships with employers to ensure they are 
providing the right skills and to extract commitments to hire program 
graduates. There is seldom any attempt to inﬂuence employers to in-
crease wages, add beneﬁts, or improve the quality of jobs.
A progressive intermediary attempts to work on both the supply and 
the demand side of the labor market. Since community colleges pro-
vide education and training and many have an economic development 
mission, they have the potential to address both supply and demand 
side issues. Many community colleges assist ﬁrms not only in adopt-
ing new technology, but in upgrading the skills of their workers. Most 
states fund community colleges to do business outreach and technol-
ogy transfer (see Fitzgerald 1998b). By providing technical assistance 
in manufacturing modernization and customized training, community 
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colleges have the potential to maintain and even increase the number 
of high performance workplaces in the local economy. To the extent 
that providing these services to employers results in more employers 
taking a higher wage and skill path, community colleges can have some 
impact on local labor market demand. Yet there is little evidence to date 
that community colleges have the leverage needed to convince employ-
ers to change if the low road is proﬁtable.   
In the career ladder and wage progression programs presented be-
low, community colleges are attempting to convince employers to in-
crease pay, add beneﬁts, create advancement opportunities, and consid-
er internal promotions that would not have been considered before, as 
higher quality and more stable workers become available through their 
training. I present the cases individually before discussing the extent to 
which the programs allow the community colleges to act as progressive 
intermediaries.  
THE THREE COMMUNITY COLLEGES
The programs included are not necessarily best practice since most 
of them are too new to have much data on long-term career progres-
sion. They were chosen because they illustrate innovation in focusing 
on career ladders or wage progression. The case study presentations do 
not provide comprehensive information on the entire community col-
lege or even on related programs. Rather, the details on the programs 
are used to frame the discussion on limitations imposed by the structure 
of the economy and by institutional factors, and on how state policy can 
support wage progression strategies. Each of these issues speaks to the 
capacity of community colleges to be labor market intermediaries.  
Shoreline Community College Job Ladder Partnership Program
Shoreline Community College in Seattle is one of the few commu-
nity colleges integrating career ladders into its Welfare-to-Work pro-
grams. The Job Ladder Partnership involves Shoreline and six other 
community or technical colleges with employers in creating work and 
learning pathways in four occupational clusters:
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•   manufacturing
•   customer relations
•   health services
•   information technology
The areas were chosen because of local demand in occupations in 
these sectors which pay family wages and offer beneﬁts. Further, these 
clusters have relatively low entry-level skill requirements yet offer op-
portunities for advancement with readily available training. 
Funding for the program is the result of the commitment of Wash-
ington governor Gary Locke to focus welfare reform on moving people 
out of poverty, not just off welfare. Locke sees the state’s community 
college system as essential to accomplishing this goal. To realize the 
necessary funding, in 1998 the State of Washington made an initial 
transfer of $17 million from the Department of Social and Health Ser-
vices (DSHS) to the State Board for Community and Technical Colleg-
es. The funds were earmarked for developing programs to promote job 
advancement and wage progression. In 1999 an additional $20 million 
was allocated for the programs.
Three programs were established at Shoreline with the funds:
1) A 12-week pre-employment training program that links to the 
needs of one employer or a group of employers. 
2) A work-based learning program that provides tuition assistance 
to serve as a bridge between free tuition and eligibility for fed-
eral Pell Grants. Any parent under 175 percent of the poverty 
line and working 20 hours weekly is given free tuition to any 
community college technical program, usually for one or two 
quarters, until Pell eligibility kicks in.
3) Professional and technical education redesign and delivery. This 
program designates funds to community colleges for redesign-
ing programs to make it easier for students to combine school 
and work (e.g., by offering evening and weekend courses), to 
shorten programs, and to add more certiﬁcate programs. 
In 1999 another work-study program was added for TANF recipi-
ents. This program provides part-time employment, usually with CBOs, 
for students enrolled in college courses. Work-study jobs must be relat-
ed to the student’s course of study and can last no longer than two aca-
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demic quarters. Students can work in the private sector or on campus. 
By the time the funds were allocated, Shoreline’s Workforce and 
Economic Development Division was already experimenting with wel-
fare reform programs based on career ladders. One program prepared 
students to be billing specialists, then provided training for them to 
move up to medical reimbursement specialists, and from there into a 
nationally certiﬁed program in health care information technology.  The 
program had tremendous success both in placing students in entry-level 
jobs and in stimulating students to return for more training. Building on 
this success, Dr. Holly Moore, vice president for workforce and eco-
nomic development at Shoreline, called a meeting of area community 
and technical colleges to coordinate a response to the new workforce 
development funds. The six community colleges serving the suburban 
parts of the county agreed to collaborate in program planning and de-
velopment. The goal of the partnership was to share resources and con-
nections in order to serve employers and students better.
Each of the colleges had independent relationships with employers, 
maintained by “customer service representatives.” Under the partner-
ship, the customer service representative at any given college repre-
sents all of the colleges. Representatives with strong existing relation-
ships with employers in one of the sectors serve all of the colleges in 
that sector. In other cases, representatives serve businesses in all four 
focus sectors in a geographic region. The point is to build on preexist-
ing relationships. Sharing business partners allows the schools to ﬁll job 
orders more efﬁciently. Since the schools are on different schedules, at 
least one of them is likely to have graduates at a time when an employer 
has hiring needs. 
The business partners are essential to the program. Each college has 
one lead staff member in charge of employer outreach. Business part-
ners are assigned to an outreach specialist based on which specialist has 
the best relationship with that employer, as opposed to by geography or 
industry. Of course, colleges with strong programs in a given occupa-
tional area tended to have the best employer connections. The partners 
work closely with staff on developing curricula and also provide in-
structors for some courses. Approximately one-third of job placements 
are with partner employers. Another third is with other employers in the 
same industry, and the remainder is with employers not in the industry 
for which training was provided.
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Part of the work in developing partnerships with employers is adapt-
ing the programs to include speciﬁc skills employers need. Although 
some partner employers are committed to hiring program graduates, 
they have not all approved the curriculum of each program. This will be 
a long process, as many employers deﬁne the same job quite differently. 
A medical technician, for example, may have different job responsibili-
ties in different hospitals. But through the partnership of colleges, each 
institution can tailor its program to the needs of a speciﬁc employer. 
Employers consistently emphasize good work habits and trainability 
over speciﬁc occupational skills. Thus, two-thirds of Shoreline’s pre-
employment training (PET) curriculum focuses on life and employabil-
ity skills, job search skills, world of work instruction, and basic skills. 
The retention specialist shows the student diagrams of career path-
ways that identify many possibilities for advancement, then works with 
the student on choosing one of the paths. Shoreline ﬁrst started testing 
the effectiveness of intensive retention services through the college’s 
participation in a project sponsored by Public/Private Ventures (P/PV). 
The project funds community colleges in several states in efforts to help 
students understand the importance of getting and keeping a job and 
moving on to the next level. The next level may be a pay increase or 
a totally different career path. Shoreline started the intensive retention 
services with its Computer Numerical Control (CNC) program. After 
two quarters of instruction, most CNC graduates take entry-level jobs 
paying anywhere between $8.50 and $15.00 an hour, depending on how 
well they perform. 
TANF recipients get authorization from their DSHS case manager 
before entering the program, then go through an assessment to deter-
mine barriers. Typical problems include lack of housing, transportation, 
or child care, dealings with the court system, and domestic violence. 
The case manager seeks to determine whether the timing is right for that 
individual, since the program has a strict attendance policy. If it seems 
that the applicant’s problems can be managed while he or she is in the 
program, the student is referred to appropriate support services. 
The Job Ladder Partnership
A guiding principle of Shoreline’s Job Ladder Partnership is to 
combine education and work as much as possible. Students go through 
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an initial assessment and are then placed into the pre-employment pro-
gram, work, remedial classes, or English as a Second Language (ESL). 
As soon as students have enough skills to begin an entry-level job in 
one of the chosen sectors, they have to combine work and continuing 
education. Students develop a career plan early on and work with a 
counselor to keep moving ahead on their career goals.
The two steps in the program are described below.
Pre-employment training (PET)
In this 12-week program students acquire life and work skills. They 
develop a career plan and identify the education and training required to 
allow them to achieve it. Students select between evening (weekdays, 
5:00–9:30 p.m.) or weekend (Friday–Sunday) sessions. They also select 
one of three pathways—manufacturing assembly, ofﬁce occupations 
(information technology), or health services (basic caregiver). Students 
interested in non-ofﬁce customer service positions are referred to other 
Job Ladder Partnership colleges for call center training. In addition to 
the 7.5 hours per week of occupational skills instruction, each student 
acquires 14.5 hours of basic and soft skills, taught through workshops 
in industrial safety/ﬁrst aid and worker rights and responsibilities, and 
through classes in life/employability skills, job search skills, and basic 
computer skills. Syllabi for these courses are quite detailed, outlining 
the skill competencies, expectations, and weekly course material to be 
covered.
A computer laboratory offers supervised, self-paced instruction 
in keyboarding, computer software, and using the Internet. Students 
requiring basic skills remediation are referred to college Adult Basic 
Education/General Equivalency Degree (ABE/GED) or ESL programs, 
or to the college’s English, math, or reading and writing learning labo-
ratories. Students do not have to work during this part of the program, 
although 30–40 percent do. 
When students complete the program, they receive a certiﬁcate. In 
many program areas, Shoreline is moving away from conferring de-
grees and toward bestowing skill-based credentials. This is part of a 
broader trend at both the community college and the high school level. 
In fact, both Washington and Oregon already have plans to require that 
students earn skill-based certiﬁcates of mastery in order to receive high 
school diplomas. To develop such certiﬁcates, Shoreline and other com-
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munity colleges work with employers to identify a list of tasks workers 
must learn to perform for speciﬁc occupations. Programs are then re-
designed to include these tasks, and performance criteria are developed 
for students to demonstrate their competence. 
Placement and advancement through career ladders
After completing the PET comes the second step: students must 
work at least 20 hours a week to continue in the program. Upon entering 
the PET program students begin working with a retention specialist and 
the program’s placement services manager, who refer them to one of the 
partner employers. Toward the end of the program the retention special-
ists begin working closely with the student and with the program’s job 
developer. The retention specialists meet with students weekly to dis-
cuss job searches and to help them anticipate what their personal lives 
will be like once they are working. Students are placed based on their 
performance. Students are not graded, but they must have a 70 percent 
proﬁciency rating in all of their classes to earn a certiﬁcate. Students 
with high proﬁciency ratings are placed with partner companies, while 
those who do not perform as well are placed with other companies. 
Shoreline has two staff members dedicated to retention. A third is 
provided for TANF students through TRAC (Training, Rehab, Assess-
ment and Consultation), a for-proﬁt organization contracted by DSHS. 
Either Nate Windle, manager for retention services, or TRAC retention 
specialist Johanna Hedge maintains weekly contact with new graduates 
during their ﬁrst 30 days on the job. Depending on the student, contact 
is reduced to once every two weeks between 30 and 60 days on the job. 
During this period, any number of issues can arise. Windle offers sev-
eral examples of how specialists work with recent graduates. When one 
man lost his transportation, Windle helped him to get a bus pass and to 
make a device to carry his tool box on the bus. Typically students need 
help with ﬁguring out how to get around such barriers, but sometimes, 
Windle explains, it’s other issues, such as how to budget money to last 
between paychecks. “One of the things I try to bring home,” he says, “is 
that if you don’t have a plan for yourself, someone will have it for you. 
Then you’re stuck.” Whether the issue is child care or transportation, 
staff help workers to see that they need to have backup plans. Hedge 
adds that she often provides moral support for students struggling to 
adjust to holding a full-time job. Sometimes children are resentful that 
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their parent isn’t available as much, and the student feels guilty. Others 
need help in selecting appropriate work clothes. Several students, now 
that they are earning more, seek assistance in moving their families to 
safer neighborhoods. Whatever the issue, Windle says, “the idea of the 
program is that they don’t have to ﬁgure everything out for themselves.”
After the 90-day probation period, staff ask participants to begin 
thinking about their future with the company. “If they don’t like their 
jobs,” Windle explains, “I ask them to visualize staying for three to six 
months so they can get their work portfolio together.” If participants are 
unhappy with their work, Windle encourages them to think about going 
back to school or to talk to their employers about advancement pos-
sibilities. “As much as we want them to keep their jobs, we want them 
to be happy,” he continues, “and they don’t know what [particular jobs 
entail] if they’ve never worked. After all, we’ve all had time to do job 
exploration—I certainly did it in the military.”  For the most part, staff 
maintain contact by phone.
For participants who are dissatisﬁed in their jobs, Windle identiﬁes 
courses they could take at Shoreline, such as CNC Programming, that 
would lead to a better position and a raise. This and other courses take 
only one quarter, so the participants can see a real connection between 
education and job advancement. “What’s hard,” Windle says, “is that 
they typically have to do it on their own time. Although some employ-
ers pay for courses, many do not.”  
A new computerized career-planning tool, the Career Pathway Pass-
port, allows students, with the support and assistance of their retention 
specialist, to develop career plans and document their progress. Using 
the interactive program, students begin career planning with a coun-
selor but can continue modifying their goals and charting their progress 
independently. The Passport has two databases—one listing available 
jobs in the four career pathways offered by the employer partners, and 
another containing the education programs offered by the six partner 
colleges in these ﬁelds. College and employer contacts are listed. The 
Shoreline Web site describes how students use the system:
“The career transcript portion of the passport works by using pull 
down menus and forms. Every time a student enters or completes a 
training program or job they get either an entry or exit “visa” as appro-
priate. Employment or training that is not already part of the database 
can also be entered and included in the list of visas. Any change in 
Melendez Book.indb   369 12/16/2004   1:36:35 PM
370 Fitzgerald
employment can lead to a new visa. The visa system provides a hook 
for maintaining contact with those workers who are in the system, since 
they will want to come in and get their passports updated periodically 
with new visas.”
The career-planning portion of the passport demystiﬁes for students 
how they can combine work and education to climb a job ladder. Using 
the pull down menus listing database options, the retention specialist 
and the student together select training programs and jobs in the career 
pathway that take the student from where he is to his long term employ-
ment goal. Contact information lets the student know whom to call to 
take advantage of the next employment or training opportunity on his 
customized career pathway. The system utilizes software technology to 
create a career-planning tool, at the core of which is a database of local 
opportunities. 
Support Services
The retention specialist maintains contacts with community orga-
nizations that help poor people enter the labor market, and she refers 
students to these support services. Many students, for example, visit a 
community-run store that provides free business clothes. The retention 
specialist also refers students to Shoreline’s manager for family support 
services, a support person provided through the state’s WorkFirst pro-
gram, who directs them to one of three DSHS ofﬁces in the area to ask 
about social services for which they might be eligible. 
Students are responsible for making their own arrangements for 
transportation and child care. They are encouraged to inquire with 
DSHS to see if they are eligible for transportation and child care funds. 
Child care is provided at the college, and most students receive full or 
partial subsidies through DSHS. If partial, students are required to pay 
the difference between DSHS payments and the cost of services. Stu-
dents sign an agreement that acknowledges their responsibility in this 
area. The agreement further stipulates that they will be expelled from 
the program and will not receive a certiﬁcate of completion if they miss 
more than four sessions (two sessions for weekend students) or fail to 
meet with their retention specialist. 
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Outcomes
The completion and placement rates of the program compare quite 
well to best-practice Welfare-to-Work programs throughout the country. 
The overall program completion rate is 74.3 percent, which is very high 
for a 12-week program. The rate varied from 56.6 percent for Winter 
1999–2000 to 86.6 percent in the Genie program for Fall 1998 (Table 
11.2). 
Wages fell in the second year, and one reason for the drop was that 
more single women were enrolled for that period. For the most part, 
 
 
 
Cohort
 
 
Total 
enrolled
Total 
completers 
Total 
employed 
 
 
With 
beneﬁts
Empl. 
rate (%)
Average 
wage ($)
Genie Fall 1998a 45 39 28 23 72 11.85
Genie  
Spring 1999a
15 11 9 6 82 11.40
Job Ladder 
Spring 1999
45 37 29 21 78 9.60
Job Ladder  
Fall 1999
60 45 35 19 78 9.18
Job Ladder 
1999–2000
53 30 24 12 80 9.28
Job Ladder 
Spring 2000
60 — — — — —
Subtotal FY 
1998–99
105 87 66 50 75 10.80
Subtotal FY 
1999–2000
179 75 59 3 79 10.05
FY 1998–2000 284 162 125 80 77 10.50
a  All students were enrolled in a customized training program for Genie Industries, a  
  local supplier of hydraulic lifts. — = data not available.
SOURCE: Shoreline Community College.
Table 11.2  Pre-Employment Training Outcomes Summary 1998–2000
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staff have not been able to entice women into the higher paying manu-
facturing jobs. Another reason was that the second year students had 
more serious barriers to employment. It was harder to get them through 
the program in 12 weeks with the skills they needed to qualify for po-
sitions with employer partners. As a result, they were placed in less 
preferable, lower wage jobs at the start, with the hope of helping them 
move up after placement. 
Retention and advancement data for the 41 students who got jobs 
in the Spring 1999 training cycle show that the average hourly entry 
wage for these students was $9.57. About half of all the students have 
received wage increases since starting. The current average wage for 
those who have experienced a wage or job change is $10.29, represent-
ing a 7.5 percent annual increase. 
Funding
The program receives approximately $2,500 per student from the 
state’s pre-employment training, tuition assistance, and program rede-
sign funds. Retention services are partially funded by a grant from Pub-
lic/Private Ventures ($50,000), and by DSHS (for a TRAC retention 
specialist). This funding covers the cost of training and retention ser-
vices, but the current funding levels do not acknowledge that students 
need retention services for at least a year after placement. As new stu-
dents enter, the caseloads of the two full-time staff members providing 
retention counseling continue to increase. 
The college adds $55,000 in in-kind contributions for community 
college and employer sponsored training at the work site. DSHS pro-
vides $17,000 per year in child care subsidies.
The state of Washington allocated $28.8 million to 34 community 
colleges for ﬁscal year 2001. Community colleges still had to apply 
for each program, but overall there was more funding available. These 
funds broke down into seven line items:
• $7.1 million for short-term (12-week) customized pre-employ-
ment programs that are co-sponsored by an employer. Funds are 
allocated to applicants.
• $3.6 million for college work-study for TANF recipients and the 
working poor, allocated by a formula that apportions slots based 
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on the number of eligible students at the college.
• $6.6 million in work-based learning tuition for those working 
and going to school, allocated to colleges on a formula basis.
• $4.4 million for support staff with which to operate programs, 
including ﬁnancial aid ofﬁcers, advisors, and counselors, allo-
cated on a formula basis with three different support levels.
• $1 million in workplace basic literacy or ESL programs that re-
cipients take while working. Funded on a project basis, based on 
application.
• $5 million for Families that Work, a program combining litera-
cy and parent education. Available to community colleges and 
CBOs based on application. 
• $1.1 million for child care on campuses.
All of these funds were allocated from the state’s TANF caseload 
savings. Expenditures on welfare cash grants have gone down by $250 
million a year since TANF was introduced, although total expenditures 
have increased as the funds have been shifted to other services for the 
poor and working poor. Ken Miller, WorkFirst coordinator of the Ofﬁce 
of Financial Management, says that the state is spending $50 million 
more on child care and $100 million more on training, job placement, 
and wage progression strategies as a result of the cash grant savings. 
Miller notes that the $28.8 million allocated to community colleges 
represents a new relationship between the old welfare system and com-
munity colleges. 
Summary
Shoreline is out in front of most community colleges in creating 
career ladder programs for low-income populations. To get there has 
required signiﬁcant rethinking of how and when courses are offered, 
what makes an effective business partnership, and how to provide pre- 
and post-placement counseling to students. Few of these changes could 
have been made if not for signiﬁcant ﬁnancial support from the state 
of Washington. Furthermore, a cooperative environment, both among 
community colleges and between employers and community colleges, 
facilitated the high placement and retention rates. But the colleges were 
unable to sustain the partnership because of lack of funding. Shoreline’s 
program continues independently. 
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South Seattle Community College Environmental Health and 
Safety Program 
 
Administrators and faculty at South Seattle Community College 
(SSCC) see curriculum modules as the wave of the future in techni-
cal education. Modules differ from regular courses in that they are not 
scheduled according to the ﬁxed semester calendar; instead, they merely 
require that students demonstrate performance-based competencies to 
pass them. Two forces are driving the move to modules. First, the time 
limits and work ﬁrst requirements of welfare reform mean that students 
need short-term training to prepare for work. Since TANF recipients are 
under pressure to ﬁnd work quickly, they cannot wait for the next se-
mester to start. Further, even a 12-week commitment can be difﬁcult for 
someone not used to working or going to school. Modules offer a way 
to divide a longer course or program into manageable segments with 
job advancement connected to each of them. Second, many employers 
are looking for ways their employees can pick up speciﬁc skills quickly 
to perform their jobs. Modules allow busy people, many of whom al-
ready have degrees, to learn a speciﬁc skill without taking a semester-
long course that may cover a lot of material they already know. 
To be more responsive to the needs of students and business, South 
Seattle President David Mitchell wants to see the approach institution-
alized. The enrollment statistics support him; less than half of enrollees 
are full-time day students.  The late interim associate dean, Laura Par-
kins, was assigned to work with faculty and staff on developing more 
modular programs. It will take time to reach Mitchell’s goal. It’s a big-
ger task than taking an existing course and dividing it into segments. It 
involves working with individual employers and industry associations 
to identify skill standards and to establish performance-based criteria 
for mastering the skills. Programs are designed so that each module is 
connected to speciﬁc skill standards. Typically, short-term certiﬁcate 
courses do not provide credits toward a degree. A unique aspect of the 
modules being developed at South Seattle is that they cumulate credits 
toward both certiﬁcates and degrees. 
The Environmental Health and Safety program highlighted in this 
case study illustrates how work and learning can be combined so that 
students can ﬁnd jobs quickly and then take manageable steps to con-
tinue their education and increase their earnings. Further, it describes 
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the role of business and community partners in developing a high-qual-
ity curriculum and supporting students as they make difﬁcult life tran-
sitions. On the demand side, it reveals that as employers ﬁnd better 
quality workers who stay on the job longer, they may be willing to 
turn temporary jobs into permanent ones, pay better wages, and provide 
beneﬁts. 
The Environmental Health and Safety Program
Three factors converged to motivate South Seattle administrators 
and faculty to create a new modular program in environmental health 
and safety. The ﬁrst was declining enrollment. With enrollment dimin-
ishing, faculty and staff of the associate degree program in toxicology, 
chemistry and hazardous materials called a technical advisory board 
meeting in August of 1999 to ask board members how to improve the 
program. They learned that there was high demand for skilled techni-
cians in the ﬁeld but that the program was not meeting the needs of 
employers. The program covered theory, rules, and regulations but not 
hands-on experience or recognized certiﬁcations. The employers des-
perately needed people with the certiﬁcations required by the state of 
Washington to work with speciﬁc substances.
The second factor was a particularly motivated board member, 
Brad Schroeder, vice president and co-owner of TCB Industrial. TCB 
provides supplemental labor for environmental cleanups. The compa-
ny’s clients include construction and environmental cleanup ﬁrms and 
county, city, and state governments. Its typical jobs involve railroad 
accidents, Superfund site cleanup, household hazardous waste collec-
tion, and oil spills. The ﬁrm employs 107 people in Seattle and 60 in a 
Portland, Oregon, facility.
Three years ago, when Schroeder was having difﬁculty ﬁnding em-
ployees with the basic 40-hour hazardous materials certiﬁcate required 
for all cleanup jobs, he started a training program at TCB. Schroeder 
chose this route over working with South Seattle because of his experi-
ence teaching at another community college. In that job, he had quit in 
frustration when he was required to teach material to students work-
ing in the environmental cleanup ﬁeld that both he and the students 
knew was not providing them with the skills they needed to do their 
jobs. Since the community college was not willing to change its cur-
Melendez Book.indb   375 12/16/2004   1:36:37 PM
376 Fitzgerald
riculum, Schroeder decided to create a school that would offer all of the 
individual certiﬁcations required for brownﬁelds certiﬁcation. Once he 
had gotten that school going, the South Seattle initiative interested him 
because it would complement the school he had already created and en-
able him to expand his business to meet the growing demand for labor 
in the environmental cleanup ﬁeld. Schroeder mobilized employers in 
the ﬁeld to work with South Seattle in revamping its program.
The third factor for administrators was that redesigning the program 
into modules would allow the college to create wage progression op-
portunities for graduates of its pre-employment program in hazardous 
waste management. This program, funded by the Washington Commu-
nity College Board, was designed for TANF recipients. 
How the South Seattle program works
The program begins with a core of 10 modules that provide 14 col-
lege credits and certiﬁcation in brownﬁelds. The modules range from 
8 to 24 hours of instruction.2 Students must pass a performance-based 
examination to earn a certiﬁcate in each module. Then they can follow 
a path toward either a technician or a supervisor level certiﬁcate. 
The HAZWOP (hazardous waste operator) module is considered 
the minimum requirement for employment, even for workers with ad-
vanced degrees. It provides 40 hours of instruction in hazardous waste 
handling. This module was already being offered as a TANF pre-em-
ployment course. It is offered from two to three times a year, usual-
ly to classes of 20 students. Once a person has the introductory and 
HAZWOP modules, they can pursue the other core requirement mod-
ules.When the program becomes fully operative, modules will be of-
fered during evenings and weekends to accommodate work schedules.
As workers accumulate certiﬁcations, they become eligible for more 
types of jobs. Those certiﬁed for conﬁned spaces can clean ship holds 
and machine pits for ﬁrms such as Boeing, a major employer in the 
Seattle area. Those with the blood borne pathogen certiﬁcate are often 
sent to the University of Washington to clean HVAC systems in medical 
research departments. Those with the lock out–tag out certiﬁcate work 
in many industrial settings, locking out all energy sources while they 
do cleanup or repairs. HAZWOP graduates start at $11.50 per hour and 
can go as high as $22.50 per hour for some certiﬁcates. Graduates of 
the ﬁrst environmental cleanup module are qualiﬁed to work in disposal 
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of hospital waste, cleaning of contaminated sites such as shipyards, and 
recycling of hazardous materials such as paint. TCB and several other 
ﬁrms, including Foss (an oil distributor and reﬁnery) and Boeing, hire 
certiﬁcate holders. 
The technician level certiﬁcate prepares individuals to conduct as-
sessments for the presence of hazardous materials such as asbestos. The 
supervisor level certiﬁcate has been popular among technicians who 
were working as hazardous waste technicians for ﬁrms such as Boeing 
before many certiﬁcation requirements were in effect. Boeing and many 
other companies are now requiring these workers to have degrees. This 
group has many of the speciﬁc skills but needs additional instruction in 
computers and in understanding the legislative environment and apply-
ing the legislation to workplace standards. 
All of the 50–53 credits for these programs count toward the AAS 
degree in environmental health and safety. Associate degree graduates 
earn between $30,000 and $40,000 and in some cases considerably 
more. Flexible scheduling and modularization allow students to learn 
while working. 
The increasing problem of brownﬁelds assures continued labor 
market demand. Many banks now require that both commercial and 
residential properties have Phase I site assessments before they will 
approve a loan. The growing need for site assessment has created a cer-
tiﬁcation for people able to do Phase I, II, and III assessments.3 Further, 
many employers are required to have board certiﬁed industrial hygien-
ists, safety professionals, and hazardous materials managers. People 
in these positions make sure companies stay within OSHA exposure 
limits, monitor compliance with health and safety procedures, develop 
emergency response plans, and establish company waste handling poli-
cies that meet legislative requirements. All three board certiﬁcations 
require students to pass a rigorous examination. People in these po-
sitions earn between $40,000 and $50,000 per year at the entry-level 
technician level.
Modules are taught by adjunct faculty, such as Schroeder, who have 
both ﬁeld and teaching experience. Academic modules are taught by 
South Seattle faculty. Plans are under way to offer some of the more 
cut-and-dried modules, such as those dealing with the Clean Air Act and 
Clean Water Act, online. In these modules, students must become com-
pletely familiar with the legislative regulations that affect their work.
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Support services
Before the brownﬁelds curriculum, some students taking HAZWOP 
were referred from DSHS or from community organizations. Keith 
Marler, workforce coordinator at South Seattle, noticed that students 
from the King County Jobs Initiative (KCJI) and Seattle Jobs Initiatives 
(SJI), who had case managers and an array of social service supports, 
had higher completion rates.4 Based on this discovery, the college has 
developed partnerships with several community and trade organiza-
tions to provide the resources students need to ﬁnish their courses. As 
the TCB school joins its program with South Seattle, KCJI will place 
clients at both places and provide case management and support ser-
vices for them.5  
Funding
Funding for developing the modularized curriculum comes from 
the state’s TANF savings, which were reallocated to the State Board 
for Community and Technical Colleges (see Shoreline case for details). 
The late interim associate dean Parkins and TCB’s Schroeder devel-
oped grant proposals for funding the development of the AAS degree in 
environmental health and safety. 
Summary
The success of South Seattle’s Environmental Health and Safety 
Program is a function of an industry characterized by occupations with 
clear requirements for advancement and a method of offering training 
that makes it easy for working people to build additional competen-
cies. As with Shoreline, state funds are available for developing this 
and other programs to serve low-wage workers. It will be interesting to 
see if the programs being developed in other occupations obtain simi-
lar levels of employer involvement and willingness to work on career 
advancement.
Community College of Denver Essential Skills Program
While community college programs in Washington and Oregon 
have received considerable state funds to create career ladder programs, 
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the Community College of Denver (CCD) has developed its career pro-
grams for TANF recipients through vocational certiﬁcates called Es-
sential Skills. This program provides foundation skills in four separate 
career tracks (early childhood, ﬁnancial services, manufacturing, and 
central supply technology). The college promotes the Essential Skills 
Program as a work ﬁrst program since it requires internships, which 
count toward work-related activity. In developing this program, one of 
the college’s goals is to serve as a model for other colleges in support-
ing both entry-level and incumbent workers. Five factors are behind the 
program’s success: 1) vocational training in high-demand occupations, 
2) a cohort approach that promotes group learning, 3) intensive career 
counseling, 4) internships, and 5) strong business partnerships. 
Early childhood education and paraprofessional medical occupa-
tions are often considered low-wage, dead-end jobs. Indeed, few pro-
grams designed to move people up career ladders from entry-level posi-
tions have been successful (see Fitzgerald and Carlson 2000). Although 
limited in size and funding, The Essential Skills programs in early 
childhood and central supply technology have put students on a track to 
career advancement. Program Director Elaine Baker is especially proud 
of the college’s success in early childhood education. “The research 
says that you can’t take people on welfare and successfully place them 
in child care professions,” she says. “Well we’re doing it. It takes work, 
but our program has successfully prepared and placed 19 group leaders 
into the Denver child care community.” Students who have completed 
the central supply certiﬁcate go on to try for national certiﬁcation. Eight 
program graduates were expected to complete the tutorial for the Octo-
ber 2000 certiﬁcation test (Meléndez and Suárez 1999). 
The Essential Skills Program
The philosophy behind Essential Skills is as important as the curric-
ulum in understanding the program’s success. A guiding principle of the 
program is that all learning takes place in relationships. The relation-
ships developed through the program bond students with counselors, 
employers, their families, and one another. This “whole life” approach 
is proving to be quite successful.
The student-counselor relationship begins as soon as a student en-
ters the program. Coordinators work with groups of 12–15 students 
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and see students daily. Baker points out that “Our folks require a lot 
of career planning. They don’t project themselves into the future very 
well. They live in an interpersonal world driven by crisis, which does 
not lend itself to long-term planning. As their lives stabilize they need 
people to work with them on doing that.” 
Counseling includes more than helping students choose a career 
and an education plan: counselors help students undergo a shift from 
seeing themselves as being mostly incompetent to seeing themselves as 
learners capable of changing their lives. 
The program creates an environment in which students can learn 
from one another. This is facilitated through group interaction and study 
sessions. Students can bring their children to dinner study sessions. 
Throughout the program students engage in classroom discussions, in-
dividual sessions with the transition coordinator, and facilitated group 
sessions to develop strategies for overcoming barriers to self sufﬁciency. 
Students focus on creating and maintaining circles of support to provide 
backup systems (e.g., for child care) to reduce the possibility of miss-
ing work. Further, as the relationships continue after employment, the 
group reinforces the individual’s professional identity. This approach 
requires coordinators and faculty to develop relationships with students 
based on trust, rather than on authority. 
Another emphasis of the program is on understanding the nature of 
work relationships. The internships lay out expectations for jobs, and 
the program offers mentoring and workshops in which students can 
discuss their reactions to and problems with work. The main vehicle 
for this information is a course developed speciﬁcally for the program, 
“Communication for the Workplace.” One course topic is understanding 
performance appraisals and other types of feedback; another is manag-
ing conﬂict. The program views work as a culture where the newcomer 
doesn’t necessarily understand the rules. Baker elaborates on the need 
to create a basic shift in how coworkers and supervisors are perceived: 
“Our students need to understand that work is a transactional environ-
ment—that personal circumstances do not change the fact that the work 
needs to be done. An employer who points this out is not being unsym-
pathetic or discriminatory. They need to understand and not personal-
ize that.” The approach differs from most soft skills courses in both 
content and delivery. Content is blended with the everyday experiences 
that students are likely to encounter in their internships. Classroom ex-
Melendez Book.indb   380 12/16/2004   1:36:38 PM
Community Colleges as Workforce Intermediaries  381
changes are interactive, using problem solving and role playing. In ad-
dition to covering such basic skills such as writing a memo, students 
also go through exercises in listening, giving and receiving feedback, 
approaching superiors on the job, understanding learning styles, and 
accepting diversity in the workplace. 
The Essential Skills Curriculum
Students are recruited through the Denver Department of Hu-
man Services (DHS). In the month before entering the program most 
students participate in a series of classes and workshops provided by 
DHS that offer career counseling and teach communication and other 
life skills. In the ﬁrst month at CCD students attend classes 35 hours 
weekly, which includes GED prep for those who need it, group time, 
and workshops. During the next three months students work 24 hours a 
week in paid internships and attend vocational classes for 15 hours. All 
students take the core, which includes computer literacy, a workshop in 
reading, writing, and speaking, and communication for the workplace 
(Table 11.3). Students in the early childhood program take an introduc-
tory course and a lab. Central supply technician students take a class in 
medical terminology. Students complete two credits of work readiness 
and three credits in reading, writing, and speaking in workplace situa-
tions. 
Those with limited English proﬁciency take ESL classes during 
the internship period as well. Students are not required to have a high 
school diploma or GED to enter the program. They must have a seventh 
grade or above reading level. Tutoring and GED preparation are avail-
able during the program. Students who fall below the minimum reading 
level are required to enroll in developmental courses or work in the 
developmental studies labs. Central supply technicians are required to 
have a high school diploma or GED. 
Depending on what electives are taken, certiﬁcates require up to 16 
credits. All courses earn college-level credits. The certiﬁcates articulate 
to other degrees, and almost 25 percent of certiﬁcate earners continue 
to take courses toward an associate’s degree. Although Essential Skills 
classes are self-contained because of scheduling around internships, 
staff attempt to mainstream students into regular college activities and 
services.
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Since most of the certiﬁcate classes are separate from other degree 
programs, female students are mainstreamed into the college communi-
ty by getting them involved in the campus Women’s Center. The Center 
is an additional source of assistance in dealing with child care, trans-
portation, domestic, or other issues that prevent students from attending 
or from performing well in the program. The Center replicates services 
offered by Essential Skills counselors, but the exposure is valuable be-
cause if students continue their education after completing the program, 
they are already acquainted with it should they need assistance. 
Combining the internships with course work means that students 
understand the connection between what they are learning in class and 
what they do on the job. Further, students are evaluated on their perfor-
mance in real situations during their vocational training. 
Career Ladders
Although there are more job openings in ﬁnancial services than in 
the other tracks, the progression from cashier to other rungs in banking 
is not clearly aligned to college course work, as in the other tracks. To 
address this, CCD has begun working with partner banks and the Amer-
ican Banking Institute to offer courses to program graduates. Although 
the child care and medical instrument technician positions do not have 
Table 11.3  Essential Skills Certiﬁcate in Central Supply Technology
Course number            Class title Credits
Workplace core
CIS 105 Introduction to the PC 2
REA 015 Reading, Writing, Speaking 3
COM 113 Communication for the  
Workplace
2
Co-op Experience  
(credits may vary)
4
Vocational core
CST 100 Central Supply Technology 3
HWE 100 Medical Terminology 2
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the highest number of job openings of the four tracks, they offer more 
opportunities for career advancement.
Graduates of the early childhood education program have experi-
enced the most career advancement of the four tracks, probably because 
the educational component of the program is the most clearly articu-
lated. Essential Skills requires six credits in early childhood education. 
Group leaders must have six more credits, in addition to 1,395 hours 
of contact with children. Upon completion of the Essential Skills cer-
tiﬁcate students have completed nine credit hours in early childhood 
education and 650 contact hours with children, putting them well on 
their way to group leader certiﬁcation. Over half of those completing 
Essential Skills in early childhood go on to fulﬁll the additional course 
work for becoming group leaders. Several students have completed the 
Colorado certiﬁcate programs for director’s associate and director, and 
three students were scheduled to receive associate degrees in 2000. 
Group leader, director and director’s associate are positions in high de-
mand in the Denver area.
Central supply technicians sterilize instruments for hospital surger-
ies. While there are only about 30 openings per year in Denver in central 
supply, it is a position that is often used for lateral moves within hos-
pitals. Certiﬁcation in central supply brings a pay increase of between 
$0.50 and $1.00 per hour. Starting hourly wages are around $9.00. The 
next rung on the ladder is surgical technology, a nine-month certiﬁcate 
course. Other possible moves are to certiﬁed nursing assistant or li-
censed practical nurse. Generally, people who go into the medical tech-
nician curriculum do not want to perform the type of hands on personal 
care required in these occupations.  
Support Services
Helping clients learn how to negotiate the world of support services 
is an important part of the program. This includes communicating ef-
fectively with the city’s Human Services case managers on how to ac-
cess other community resources, including child care, transportation, 
medical care, dental care, ﬁnancial planning, housing, mental health 
services, and domestic violence resources. Students receive help in 
working around the inconsistent ways that policies and incentives are 
often implemented. Many services are introduced as part of the tran-
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sition skills curriculum, while students work through more complex 
individual issues with the individual track coordinators or the clinical 
social worker on staff. DHS career track coordinators and Welfare-to- 
Work industry managers work closely with CCD track coordinators on 
recruitment, assessment, job placement, and support services issues. 
A track coordinator is assigned to each cohort. The track coordina-
tor keeps tabs on student attendance and performance for the duration 
of the program. Students discuss problems that may be affecting at-
tendance or performance with the coordinator, and they jointly work 
out solutions. The coordinators do job placement and also keep track of 
student performance on the job. Finally, the track coordinators are the 
liaison between the program and the students’ DHS case managers. 
Outcomes
The combined tracks of the Essential Skills program have a 70 per-
cent completion rate and a 58 percent employment rate at completion. 
Six months after completion 77 percent of students are employed. The 
1998 cohort had a 66 percent retention rate one year after completion. 
The average starting wage for the ﬁrst year was $7.51, and for the sec-
ond year it was $8.51.
Wages in child care increased during the same period. Early child 
care assistants started at $6.50 an hour and group leaders usually began 
at $8.00. Director’s associates earned $11.00 an hour in the Head Start 
programs. Almost all of the child care sites working with the program 
have beneﬁt packages.
Funding
All funding for program development and operation has come from 
the City of Denver’s TANF and Welfare-to-Work dollars and from the 
U.S. Department of Labor (USDOL). As of 2000, the annual project 
budget included $422,261 in TANF dollars and $145,974 in Welfare-
to-Work funds to serve 100–125 students per year. 
Speciﬁc courses have been developed using various funding sourc-
es. The Communications for the Workplace course was funded by the 
U.S. Department of Education. The Colorado Community College 
Board provides funds for curriculum development. Only limited funds 
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are available, however, so a large part of what the state ofﬁce does is 
help colleges with ﬁnding funds and writing grants.  
Summary
Essential Skills has taken the ﬁrst steps in moving from a Welfare-
to-Work to a career ladders program. The whole life approach, which 
emphasizes learning how to build relationships in addition to build-
ing job-speciﬁc skills, addresses many of the problems that make the 
transition from welfare to work so difﬁcult. The career ladders in child 
care and central supply technology are short. But for many students, 
climbing one or two rungs is quite an accomplishment. The president 
has made a strong commitment to the faculty to develop more career 
ladder programs in occupations and sectors that have greater oppor-
tunities for advancement. The state’s Community College Board has 
supported the certiﬁcate approval process and has provided technical 
support throughout the program’s development. Even with this support, 
staff are continually involved in securing grants for present operations 
as well as working toward the institutionalization of the program once 
the Welfare-to-Work funding streams are eliminated.
DISCUSSION: WHAT WOULD IT TAKE TO 
INSTITUTIONALIZE WAGE PROGRESSION STRATEGIES? 
The set of factors inﬂuencing the extent to which community col-
leges can be successful in delivering wage progression programs in-
cludes the priorities of individual colleges as well as the broader policy 
environment. Because of the level of commitment demanded and the 
need to secure external resources, wage progression strategies have to 
be a priority from the top down to succeed. Once the decision has been 
made to implement such strategies, community colleges can learn much 
from one another about what program features work. State policies in 
Welfare-to-Work, incumbent worker training, and economic develop-
ment have to be in place to support wage progression. The structure 
of labor market demand, however, ultimately determines the extent to 
which career and wage progression strategies can expand. As labor mar-
ket intermediaries, community colleges can inﬂuence the skill demand 
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of local employers in a small number of cases. But it is difﬁcult for any 
one organization or institution to act independently as a labor market 
intermediary, and certainly this is true if state policy does not support it. 
Labor market intermediaries—at least those with the goal of increasing 
access to and opportunities for better paying jobs—involve a network 
of organizations supported by state policy.  These issues are discussed 
below, through seven principles gleaned from the experiences of the 
three colleges. 
Community Colleges Need to Make Career Progression a Priority 
Community colleges are being asked to be more things to more 
people than ever before. Their students range from those who don’t 
have high school diplomas or proﬁciency in English to those who 
have college degrees. Knowing that a college cannot be all things to 
all people, presidents must choose the areas in which their institutions 
will specialize. Career progression programs are typically built from 
Welfare-to-Work programs, which are not as glamorous or proﬁtable as 
customizing training for business or developing new technology cen-
ters. Given the high levels of investment and low levels of support for 
Welfare-to-Work, the job of a president who makes this area a top prior-
ity is not easy. A president must have, or create, a faculty and staff that 
embrace this mission. 
The college presidents I spoke with have done this in different ways. 
Shoreline, rather than forcing new programs on faculty who are already 
teaching full-time loads, uses adjunct faculty from industry. President 
John Lederer explains that the college’s Workforce and Economic De-
velopment Ofﬁce has been more successful if it ﬁrst demonstrates the 
effectiveness of new programs and new teaching approaches, then lets 
faculty decide for themselves how the new programs can complement 
or feed into existing offerings. This strategy allowed the college to get 
the program up and running quickly while generating faculty support. 
Funds for program redesign are now available to entice faculty to alter 
their classes along the lines of the program—including evening and 
weekend scheduling, offering credit for prior knowledge and learning, 
and structuring more intensive, short-term courses that lead to certiﬁ-
cates. South Seattle’s president, David C. Mitchell, has encouraged fac-
ulty to develop independent relationships with employers in order to 
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make their programs more responsive to industry needs. An associate 
dean was assigned speciﬁcally to help faculty interested in developing 
modular curricula in collaboration with business. 
The presidents have also given program staff considerable autono-
my in developing programs. Elaine Baker, the Essential Skills program 
director at Community College of Denver, is able to hire faculty for 
the program. She emphasizes that this is important because the stu-
dents have very different needs and learning styles than the mainstream 
student population. A previous study of the program found that some 
staff provided by the community college had low expectations for the 
students (see Meléndez and Suárez 2001). In hiring, Baker looks for 
faculty who don’t have preconceived ideas of ability but are willing to 
provide more structure to and experiment with different teaching styles 
to facilitate learning. 
Indeed, one of the most important factors in a program’s success 
is a willingness to experiment with new approaches. President Windle 
explains that the Shoreline Job Ladders staff motivate one another to 
keep trying to improve how they do things. “We never say ‘we’ve ar-
rived.’ We’re always looking for ways to serve our folks better.” This 
means the staff tries many things that don’t work. “Failure is a learning 
tool here, not a reason to get your head cut off.” This attitude is what it 
takes for administration and faculty to stay the course through years of 
program development, implementation, and continual ﬁne-tuning. 
Continuing Education Has to Be Flexible 
An increasing number of community college students work while 
attending school. Colleges are trying several strategies to make course 
offerings more ﬂexible. One is to offer classes at more convenient 
times. Several of the programs offer classes on evenings and weekends. 
All three have frequent start-ups for programs. This means not only that 
there is little wait time between deciding on the program and starting, 
but also that if students have to drop out, they can pick up again quickly 
when their life circumstances improve. 
To become even more ﬂexible, community colleges are offering 
more certiﬁcate programs. The certiﬁcate approach allows the college 
to meet local labor market needs and add or eliminate programs as de-
mand dictates. Because certiﬁcates typically are noncredit, they do not 
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require as many bureaucratic steps to get up and running. Some of the 
colleges offer credits with certiﬁcate courses that count toward associ-
ate’s degrees. Although this strategy may mean that students without 
high school diplomas or GEDs are not eligible, credit accumulation to-
ward degrees is essential for advancement in many ﬁelds. 
South Seattle’s modular programs provide another type of ﬂex-
ibility. The direct connection between completing modules and getting 
wage increases motivates workers to endure the hardship of working 
full-time while attending school. The late interim dean Laura Parkins 
and workforce coordinator Keith Marler suggested that modules are the 
wave of the future for community colleges. They noted, however, that 
the approach challenges how community colleges are organized. Mod-
ules are organized on demand, not by the regular academic calendar, 
and they often use adjunct faculty from industry. Indeed, modules are 
becoming standard for professional and technical training in many cor-
porations. Some businesses have software to assess employee skills in 
multiple areas, and much of this assessment is done online. Employers 
like modules because an employee can attend classes to quickly learn 
the skills he needs for the job. Working with staff from the Washington 
State Board of Community Colleges, South Seattle is developing mod-
ularized, skill-based programs in electronics and emissions technology 
and has a grant to develop a program for the stevedore industry. 
Denver’s program is built less on ﬂexibility than on replicating 
working life. Students spend a full day in a combination of classes, 
work-based instruction or internship, and negotiating social services. 
They are offered support and advice in managing the various aspects of 
their life, but they cannot avoid taking responsibility. 
Another way institutions can make it easier to combine work and 
learning is to offer courses at the work site. But employers must make 
it easier as well by providing at least partial release time for employees 
to attend classes. Some union-sponsored skills upgrade programs, for 
example, offer classes that overlap shift changes (see Fitzgerald and 
Carlson 2000). Typically, employees quit one hour early or start one 
hour later to take a two-hour class. One hour is donated by the employer 
and one by the employee. Although none of the colleges have employer 
partners that are donating time for training, several staff suggested that 
they would request it at some point.
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Continuing Education Has to Be Tied Directly to Job 
Advancement and Wage Progression
For new labor market entrants the whole concept of planning for 
one’s future may be new. Even if one wants to move up, the connection 
between further education and job advancement is not always evident. 
This is especially true for people employed in sectors where there are 
no career ladders. Shoreline’s Career Ladders information technology 
students, for example, would have little way of knowing that a job as 
a call center operator for a software company could lead to a job as a 
Web page designer. 
The value of Shoreline’s Passport system for developing career 
plans is that it shows students both how they can move up in one com-
pany and how they can advance by moving into related occupations in 
different industries. Shoreline’s Career Ladders students are supported 
by retention specialists in developing career plans, and once Passport is 
running, they will be able to use it to mark their progress and ﬁnd jobs. 
Retention specialists are committed to working with each student for a 
minimum of one year or until the family is out of poverty. Passport is 
more interactive and useful than most job listings available to TANF 
recipients in particular and to community college students in general.  
Community College of Denver offers similar help in mapping out 
career ladders, though it is done through a series of career awareness 
activities combined with individual vocational counseling. The educa-
tional coordinator, a grant funded staff person who works exclusively 
with the program, prepares an individual education plan with each stu-
dent at the beginning of the semester and, as the students become more 
aware of career options, helps them plan their future course of work and 
study. The process allows students to map out realistic career ladders 
and to understand what they have to do to achieve their goals. 
Some industries are more suited to this approach than others. In the 
environmental health and safety ﬁeld, incentives for entry-level workers 
are quite obvious. Workers know the exact wages associated with each 
certiﬁcation. The more certiﬁcations they have, the higher paying jobs 
they can get. With the modular curriculum offered by South Seattle, stu-
dents can develop a plan for combining work and education that would 
be unmanageable under the semester system. Furthermore, the modules 
add up to credits for degrees that are in demand by employers. Even en-
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vironmental engineers with baccalaureate degrees take South Seattle’s 
modular courses to fulﬁll requirements for continuing education.
In sectors or occupations where career ladders are not as obvious, 
employers and community colleges can work together to identify ways 
of structuring work that build in career progression. Community Col-
lege of Denver is beginning to do this with its banking partners. 
State Government Has to Support Career Progression Programs 
Funding wage progression programs is a challenge. There are sev-
eral funding issues that affect the ability of these programs to go full 
scale. One is how particular types of community college programs are 
funded. A second is how state welfare policy allocates funds for educa-
tion and training, particularly savings realized through declining TANF 
rolls. Some states are reinvesting these funds into education and train-
ing, others are focusing on child care, and still others are letting them 
accumulate unspent. The third issue is how community colleges ﬁt into 
overall state education reform. 
Most community colleges receive funding from a combination of 
local property taxes, tuition, and state funds. States typically fund com-
munity colleges on a full-time equivalency (FTE) basis.6 This means 
that the state allocates a set amount per full-time enrollment in credit-
bearing courses. Since most of the Welfare-to-Work programs are non-
credit courses (typically because they are less than college level), fund-
ing must be obtained from targeted programs. 
Staff responsible for fundraising at all three colleges expressed 
frustration that there is no reward system in state funding formulas for 
their programs. Programs that rely on special funding pools are not sus-
tainable in the long run. If the funds run out or an administration with 
different priorities comes in, funding can be cut abruptly, even if the 
program is highly successful. The three options programs are left with 
are to get very good at writing grant proposals, to lobby for more state 
funds, or to change the programs to credit courses. 
For states such as Washington that have earmarked welfare savings 
for skills upgrading, at least a temporary source of funding is avail-
able for turning Welfare-to-Work into career progression programs. 
The State of Washington has facilitated the Job Ladder Partnership at 
Shoreline and the modular programs at South Seattle by designating 
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funds speciﬁcally for developing job ladders for low-income workers. 
Washington is one of the few states that are spending all of their TANF 
caseload savings (the state’s TANF savings have been spent by 2002) 
on training, placement, job retention and advancement, and child care.
South Seattle is using the TANF funds to design modular programs 
that earn college credits and thus fall under the FTE funding formula. 
This involved a complete revamping of every course and going through 
an approval process, both at the college level and before the State Board 
of Community Colleges. Program development for SSCC took approx-
imately one year and cost $40,000 in taking staff from their regular 
assignments to do program development. The idea of credit-bearing 
modular courses may be easier to implement in Washington because 
of the state education reform of the 1990s. The secondary education 
system is moving from diplomas based on seat time to certiﬁcates of 
mastery based on skills, which will be accepted by all colleges and 
universities in the state. Community colleges in other states attempting 
to move to a system using proﬁciency-based certiﬁcates might have 
more difﬁculty in gaining employer and public acceptance of the idea. 
In Washington the preparations have already been laid, making imple-
mentation easier.
In Colorado the extent to which community colleges get TANF 
funds for education and training programs is determined at the county 
level. The Colorado legislature moved the responsibility for appropri-
ating TANF funds to county commissions, which receive funds based 
on a formula and allocate them as they see ﬁt.  The city of Denver ex-
panded eligibility for TANF training funds ($3.8 million annually) to 
the working poor (deﬁned as being within 225 percent of the poverty 
line) and dedicated the remaining TANF savings to support services in 
housing, medical care, child care, mental health services, and other sup-
port services. Denver County is one of the few counties that allocated 
much funding for education and training.  
The Colorado Community College and Occupational Education 
System is educating community college presidents on advocating for 
more education and training funds from the county commissions. Mary 
Crabbe Gershwin, director of systems planning, laments that obtaining 
state funding has become a retail sales game. “We’re telling our presi-
dents that it’s not sufﬁcient to know good programs,” she says. “We 
need to know who is making key policy and funding decisions. We need 
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to do more advocacy.” But she cautions that this is not an easy task. 
“Presidents have faculty, capital construction, and other needs facing 
them. Low-wage workers aren’t on their radar screen.” For the State 
Community College Board, this means that Gershwin and her staff have 
to move the issue up on the agenda by aligning and integrating low-
wage worker progression with other programs that presidents value. 
Her ofﬁce works with presidents in connecting low-wage worker pro-
gression to a college’s information technology strategy or its employer 
partnership strategy. 
States differ on work ﬁrst requirements. In Colorado, one hour a 
day of vocational training counts as work. Shoreline’s 12-week pro-
gram does not qualify under Washington’s work ﬁrst regulations as 
work activity. In Washington, only 30 percent of total participation in 
work ﬁrst can be vocational training. What this means is that social 
service agencies are not likely to refer clients to three-month training 
programs, even though all evidence demonstrates that more extensive 
training (even three month’s worth) increases wages and reduces de-
pendence. 
Even in states that have earmarked funds for wage progression, staff 
must be entrepreneurial in their search for funds. Providing support ser-
vices is a challenge for the colleges. The directors and staff at all of the 
programs spend a considerable amount of time writing proposals for 
funding to government agencies, foundations, and employers. The Col-
orado Community College and Occupational Education System plays a 
key role by helping colleges identify foundation and government fund-
ing sources for program development and implementation.
Community Colleges Need Partners
Partnerships allow organizations to provide services together or in-
vest resources to their mutual advantage. Because community colleges’ 
primary mission is education, they need partners to ensure that they are 
providing the skills that employers need and the support services that 
students need. All of the colleges have effective partnerships with em-
ployers, social service agencies, and community organizations. 
Employers are key partners in all three programs. Their contribu-
tions include helping with curriculum development, establishing per-
formance competencies, teaching courses, offering scholarships, and 
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providing internships. In return, employers get better prepared work-
ers. While this relationship seems obvious, training programs can falter 
even when demand is high. In the late 1990s, when labor demand in 
hazardous waste management was growing rapidly, South Seattle and 
two other community colleges in the area witnessed declining enroll-
ments. The other colleges closed their programs, either from the mis-
taken assumption that declining enrollments meant lack of demand, or 
because they did not want to commit resources to overhaul them. But 
the problem was that the programs were not preparing students for the 
certiﬁcations demanded by industry. President Mitchell chose to invest 
in building a new program from the ground up because he believed 
that it served two important audiences—those trying to get off TANF, 
and local employers. He built it by developing relationships with key 
employers. 
Once employers trust the quality of workers hired through commu-
nity college- or CBO-run training programs, they are more inclined to 
contribute funds for training. In Denver, Norwest Bank contributed ap-
proximately $40,000 in resources for each cohort in the ﬁnancial servic-
es track of the Essential Skills program. The donated resources include 
one week of in-house training, mentoring, program supervision, and 
social and professional events. Other agencies subsidize internships. In 
Denver, Head Start agencies and Catholic Charities pay 15 percent of 
payroll costs for interns. Eight Denver hospitals provide on-site train-
ing for internships and have committed to offering paid internships 
(though at the time of this writing they are subsidized through either 
TANF funds or Welfare-to-Work wage subsidies). The community col-
lege–employer partnerships certainly are of the “win-win” variety.
Getting there has taken a lot of work. It takes awhile for each part-
ner to ﬁgure out its expectations of the other.  Educators often want to 
hold meetings that include employers while developing or revamping 
programs. Employers are typically more results oriented and get frus-
trated because they perceive that nothing is happening. They want to 
know from the start what’s being offered and how it will beneﬁt them. 
As one community college staff member stated, “They don’t want part-
nerships, they want results.” 
It may even take awhile for community college outreach staff to 
ﬁgure out who is the right person to contact for a potential business 
partner. Often the person who needs to be convinced of the need for 
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training is the supervisor who has to pull someone off the line for train-
ing. “You’ll only make your case,” Baker warns, “if you show them 
that training is going to make their lives easier and improve return on 
investment.” Working with employers, the college does a literacy audit 
of competencies and develops a curriculum around needs. 
An issue all of the colleges face in trying to be relevant to employ-
ers is balancing employers’ need for customized training with students’ 
need to have more general training applicable in multiple employment 
settings. The colleges ﬁnd it difﬁcult to generate sufﬁcient demand for 
courses speciﬁc to any one employer. Yet even with cooperation from 
several employers, it is not easy to develop a program that meets the 
needs of a large group of small- to medium-sized employers. 
The second set of partnerships community college programs need 
is for providing extensive support services. President Mitchell of South 
Seattle sees student services as the biggest problem for community col-
leges committed to serving low-income populations. He suggests that 
most colleges have rather rigid systems that will have to be restruc-
tured. Further, funding streams to support extensive services are usu-
ally temporary. Indeed, a large body of literature on community col-
lege programs points to the importance of support services in program 
completion for low-income students. These include transportation, 
child care, career counseling, life skills development, and case manage-
ment (Fitzgerald 1993; Fitzgerald and Jenkins 1997; Harrison, Weiss, 
and Gant 1995; Harrison and Weiss 1996; Jenkins and Fitzgerald 1998; 
Meléndez and Falcón 1999). Community colleges do not have the fund-
ing or the infrastructure to provide all of the support services students 
need. While community colleges can provide some of these services, it 
may not be desirable for them to move too far away from their educa-
tional mission. Fitzgerald and Jenkins (1997) suggest that community 
colleges that offer too many social services are in danger of mission 
creep and that the most successful community colleges are those that 
establish partnerships to provide services. Common partners are social 
service agencies and CBOs. 
Two of the programs have CBOs as partners. The CBOs mainly 
provide referrals, both to the college program and to support services. 
However, some CBOs provide the support services and soft skills train-
ing. Others work with graduates on job-keeping skills. 
Another important partnership for all of the programs is with gov-
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ernment agencies implementing state Welfare-to-Work and TANF pro-
grams. South Seattle has just remodeled a building that will be used as 
a One-Stop Career Center.7 The Department of Social and Human Ser-
vices will be located on campus, allowing students easy access to ser-
vices. Staff estimate that the facility will bring several hundred students 
a week onto campus. While this may seem like an obvious choice, in 
some states one-stop services are located far from community college 
campuses, making it more difﬁcult for these students to gain access to 
education (see McCormick 1999). 
   
The Role of a Labor Market Intermediary Is More Complex than 
Connecting Supply and Demand
The three programs demonstrate that community colleges can be 
quite effective placement intermediaries. Community College of Den-
ver has worked with ﬁrms on improving productivity through education 
and training. “Once supervisors understand that classes can impact their 
team’s productivity,” Baker notes, “their involvement with the program 
moves from accommodating to participating.” In an internal document 
Baker elaborates on how the community college becomes more impor-
tant to the employer:
Looking back at the development of our partner relationships, we 
can see a shift in roles, from educational provider to a blend of 
educational provider/organizational consultant. This shift is the 
outgrowth of numerous factors. First, we are in a unique position 
to gain access to valuable information about the problems that 
employees experience in doing their jobs. Much of this informa-
tion is seldom captured within normal channels of communication 
because of the hesitancy of employees and/or supervisors to call 
attention to situations that are inefﬁcient or problematic. Some of 
what we learn has immediate relevance to our education and train-
ing concerns, while other information relates to broader organiza-
tional issues. Our skill is in capturing this information and sharing 
it with our partners in a constructive format. 
Baker cites a number of instances where she has convinced com-
panies to invest in worker upgrading by demonstrating that it can be 
justiﬁed by productivity increases. Community College of Denver con-
tracted to teach a 12-hour basic math class to employees in the shipping 
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department of a food processing plant. The company had shifted to a 
just-in-time delivery system, which brought an increasing number of 
clerical and accounting errors. Most of the employees had been with 
the company 20–25 years, and many did not have a high school diplo-
ma. Baker proposed that the company develop a pre- and post-test and 
asked that the company also monitor errors in the shipping department. 
The improvements were so dramatic that all plant employees were put 
through the course. Once management saw the evidence in return on 
investment data, it was willing to pay for instruction. The bottom line 
is that employers need evidence of return on investment if they are to 
invest in training. 
Community colleges have little leverage, however, as progressive 
intermediaries. While outreach staff have been able to demonstrate re-
turns on investment for training, there are few instances where employ-
ers were inﬂuenced to create better jobs because the community college 
provided them a stream of reliable workers.  
Career advancement opportunities are not simply a function of in-
dustry structure, but also of choices particular employers make. Bank 
teller programs illustrate this.8 To date, Community College of Den-
ver has had little success in developing career ladders in the ﬁnancial 
services area, Baker reports, although the program is very successful 
in placing graduates and Norwest Bank is an active partner. In 2001, 
CCD planned to address this by working with the American Institute of 
Banking and partner banks to identify appropriate courses for program 
graduates.
Banking is an interesting case for examining the potential for career 
ladder and wage progression strategies. It appears that the pendulum 
swung as far as it could go in the direction of deskilling entry-level jobs. 
Now, some banks, unable to keep up with the high turnover inherent 
to these high-stress jobs, are adding skills to existing jobs and creating 
advancement opportunities. The extent to which this marks a signiﬁcant 
trend remains to be seen. 
In the past 15 years, banking has been changed by direct depositing, 
telephone banking, the Internet, and, most signiﬁcantly, automated tell-
er machines (ATMs). The effect of ATMs has dramatically restructured 
the job of teller but for the most part has not upgraded it.9 In some banks 
the use of ATMs for routine banking transactions has been accompa-
nied by a shift toward more sophisticated teller jobs with greater skill 
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requirements. More frequently, though, tellers still conduct only routine 
transactions while customer service representatives and ofﬁcers—typi-
cally college graduates—open new accounts and sell bank products 
such as loans and CDs. The percentage of banking jobs accounted for 
by professional occupations (those requiring post-secondary education) 
has grown dramatically (see Gester 1999). 
With the emphasis on sales, many banks changed telling from a 
predominantly full-time to a part- and peak-time job with even less op-
portunity for moving into better or full-time positions.10 Seeing little 
growth opportunity, many tellers quit this high-stress job after a few 
months. Indeed, human resource directors at six large Chicago banks 
working with teller training programs revealed that their annual turn-
over rates were between 60 and 80 percent. Two directors mentioned 
that the increase in part-time and peak-time scheduling has reduced em-
ployee loyalty, particularly in the banks that make it clear to prospective 
employees that neither part- nor peak-time jobs are stepping stones to 
full-time positions. But treating tellers as casual labor seems more cost-
effective to managers than making the teller position a permanent ﬁrst 
rung on a career ladder.
Interviews with several human resource ofﬁcers suggest this strate-
gy is changing for some banks as they recognize that tellers are the front 
line for customer contact. Rather than treating these front-line workers 
as casual laborers, some banks are recognizing the value of investing 
more in their training, creating full-time opportunities, adding beneﬁts, 
and offering better wages. These decisions are the result of seeing that 
customers are better served with front line staff who are knowledge-
able. It may be the case that similar observations will be made by em-
ployers in other service industries, creating a window of opportunity for 
community colleges to expand entry-level training programs into career 
ladder programs. 
Overall, these examples illustrate how community colleges are be-
ing proactive in responding to the needs of business. That community 
colleges have a limited capacity to affect skill demand is not a criticism 
but rather a reality. As one administrator put it, “When it happens, it’s a 
bonus. When it doesn’t, colleges can help students ﬁnd ways to cumu-
late skills and move to other types of employment.” 
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Wage Progression Strategies Won’t Work for Everyone 
Despite a supportive state government, a spirit of cooperation be-
tween employers and the community colleges, and a well-designed 
education or training program, it is not easy moving people into better 
jobs. Most of the programs are too new to have much data on career ad-
vancement. The most common comment I heard in talking with faculty 
and staff at these and other community colleges was, “It’s hard.” 
Although some graduates are eager to continue their education while 
working, others ﬁnd that the adjustment from not working to going to 
school, then to work, is enough of a life change. “When you’re deal-
ing with someone who is a single parent, and has been out of the labor 
force, going to school is very new, intensive, and stressful,” Shoreline’s 
Lederer explains. “Then they are placed in a job. They have a lot vested 
in that job. Several students have declined to go back to school right 
away, telling me that they need to focus on the job if they’re going to 
succeed.” 
Furthermore, not everyone wants to advance, Shoreline’s Windle 
points out. Career progression programs are great for students who are 
eager to move ahead and only need someone to help them ﬁgure out 
how to overcome obstacles. Others are not interested in working, let 
alone advancing, no matter how much help they are given. Windle sees 
these attitudinal differences in different classes. He notes that, in gener-
al, students in the evening class seem to have more life barriers and both 
less desire and less ability to overcome them. Many of these students 
are enrolled because they have been told they have to do something or 
they will be off TANF. In contrast, students in the weekend class are 
noticeably more ambitious. He attributes the difference to the fact that 
most of the weekend students are working and thus are better able to see 
possibilities for advancement.  
It is these differences in attitude that concern employers. Many em-
ployers are not as concerned about speciﬁc skills as they are about at-
titude. This is why the ﬁve programs place a lot of emphasis on soft 
skills. 
The issue is more complex, however, than learning the right atti-
tude. Windle explains that students face a lot of dignity issues on their 
ﬁrst jobs. He relates the story of one woman who had emotional issues 
that made it difﬁcult for her to get along with people on the job. After 
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several years, she had held no job for longer than four months, and al-
ways put the blame on the employer, who, she said, didn’t treat her with 
respect. Only after she became open to exploring how her interaction 
style might alienate people was she able to stay with one job for over a 
year. Windle says he has to guide students through matters like “picking 
and choosing their battles, not quitting until they have another job, the 
right way and wrong way to quit a job, having a backup plan.” 
For those who do want to continue their education while working, 
a solution may be to incorporate learning into work time, but not too 
many employers pay for employees to go to school on company time, 
particularly if they are new. Some employers working with the Job Lad-
ders program have realized that becoming a learning organization offers 
a good strategy for reducing turnover and maintaining a more commit-
ted and better qualiﬁed labor force. For the most part, however, employ-
ees must upgrade their skills on their own time.
These comments from staff are more realistic than pessimistic. 
There are people who can move from basic literacy to a college educa-
tion. They are the exceptions. Programs cannot be built around the as-
sumption that everyone will follow a path of lifelong learning that ends 
in college. This does not mean the opportunity should not be available. 
It does mean that other paths to living-wage employment are needed, 
such as the Earned Income Tax Credit and unionization of more service 
sector jobs (see Fitzgerald and Carlson 2000). 
CONCLUSIONS: A STRATEGY FOR COMMUNITY 
COLLEGES TO BE LABOR MARKET INTERMEDIARIES
These successful career ladder programs are small in scale relative 
to the need (the Conference Board report estimates there are between 
four and ﬁve million full-time workers earning poverty-level wages). 
Increased state funding for skills upgrading would help community col-
leges expand these programs. But if community colleges are to act as 
progressive intermediaries, they cannot do it alone. This level of in-
tervention requires a two-pronged policy agenda. First, states have to 
make skills upgrading—including training for those making the transi-
tion from welfare to work and incumbent worker training for low-wage 
workers—a priority. This requires funding to community colleges for 
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career ladder programs and to businesses for training workers. Second, 
local labor market intermediaries are needed to make the connections 
between supply and demand. Local labor market intermediaries con-
nect economic and workforce development in key sectors of the re-
gional economy. This approach is known as a sectoral strategy. Sectoral 
strategies are receiving considerable attention in both economic and 
workforce development circles because of their focus on growth indus-
tries and their potential to create career advancement opportunities for 
low-wage workers. In sectoral strategies an intermediary provides solu-
tions to industry problems and uses those solutions to improve training 
for incumbent workers and increase access to the industry for disadvan-
taged workers (Dresser and Rogers 1998, p. 71). 
Clark and Dawson (1995) deﬁne sectoral initiatives as those that
• target a particular occupation within an industry,
• intervene by becoming a valued actor within the industry that 
employs the occupation,
• exist for the primary purpose of assisting low-income people to 
obtain decent employment, and
• eventually create systemic change within that occupation’s labor 
market.
Shoreline Community College is a partner in a larger sectoral ini-
tiative, the Seattle Jobs Initiative (SJI).11 Seattle is one of six cities that 
make up the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s eight-year Jobs Initiative. 
Started in 1995, the $30 million Jobs Initiative supports local govern-
ment, community organizations, and educational institutions in pur-
suing a systems reform agenda that places people from low-income 
communities in jobs that provide family-supporting beneﬁts and have 
advancement potential. 
As a labor market intermediary, SJI facilitates and coordinates a 
network of community organizations, community colleges, employers, 
unions, and government agencies to make all the links necessary to get 
people into jobs in targeted sectors of the regional economy. A targeted 
sector team—composed of a sector manager, a broker, CBOs, and com-
munity colleges—works to create better links between supply and de-
mand. The sector managers and brokers are SJI staff, while the CBOs 
and community colleges are subcontracted to provide services. Bro-
kers are people or organizations with strong ties to industry that market 
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SJI to employers and serve as the liaison among employers, training 
providers, and CBOs. The brokers help employers experiencing labor 
shortages or high turnover identify workforce and training needs and 
work with the CBOs that refer candidates for job openings. In addition, 
brokers engage employers by involving them with community colleges 
in curriculum development and by encouraging them to provide intern-
ships. As the brokers work with employers to learn their level of satis-
faction with participants, they suggest curriculum changes to commu-
nity colleges. This division of responsibilities allows each organization 
to focus on its core competencies. Brokers understand employer needs; 
community colleges provide education and training; CBOs provide re-
cruitment, referrals to social support services, case management, soft 
skills, and post-employment follow-up.
With funds from the state incumbent worker training program (the 
Job Skills Program), Shoreline and SJI partnered in the Washington 
Incumbent Worker Training Demonstration Project. The project was 
started in 1997 to test whether state customized training programs could 
promote the development of job ladders for low-income workers by 
marketing incumbent worker training in targeted industries. The Shore-
line-SJI demonstration launched separate initiatives in aerospace and 
cosmetology. Lederer, who worked with SJI at the time, found that the 
sector-based approach was successful in organizing employers around 
training in the aerospace industry (1998, p. 11). He writes that “this 
ﬁnding is supported by the fact that Shoreline Community College and 
hundreds of aerospace supplier ﬁrms represented by the Washington 
Aerospace Alliance were able to cooperatively develop and receive an 
industry-wide Jobs Skills Program Grant to fund upgrade machine op-
erator training . . . [It] remains to be seen whether the development of 
these upgrade training opportunities will, in fact, result in job promo-
tion and wage progression.”
Yet Lederer says that neither the cosmetology nor the aerospace 
prototypes have achieved the scale and scope necessary to transform 
local labor markets in those sectors. This is partly because not enough 
time was allotted in the demonstration program to create that level of 
change in industry practice. But a big part of the failure is that employ-
ers are unwilling to make the high-skill, high-wage choice if they can be 
proﬁtable following a low-skill, low-wage path. Indeed, while SJI has 
been successful overall in providing people in low-income communities 
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with access to jobs paying at least $8.00 an hour, it has had little success 
in convincing employers to create more career ladders (Fitzgerald and 
Leigh 2002). Despite this, community colleges, acting independently, 
have the capacity to be effective placement intermediaries. 
All three programs have been successful in connecting poor people 
to jobs to which they otherwise would not have had access. Yet Shore-
line’s collaboration with the state’s incumbent worker training program 
and SJI illustrates that even when state training policy, community col-
leges, and local labor market intermediaries are acting in concert, it is 
difﬁcult to affect the demand side.  
We need to take the lessons derived from these initiatives and devel-
op additional demonstration projects that have sufﬁcient time to work. 
Further, we need to rethink how to provide incentives for employers to 
make the high-wage, high-skill choice. Community colleges are well 
positioned in current policy initiatives to become key providers of ca-
reer ladder programs for incumbent workers. Most states have allocated 
funding for community colleges to develop new Welfare-to-Work pro-
grams and improve existing ones. It is likely community colleges will 
beneﬁt from future federal incumbent worker funds as well. Thirteen 
cities received a total of $11.2 million in Incumbent Worker Training 
Demonstration grants from the U.S. Department of Labor for projects 
that improve the job retention and career advancement of incumbent 
workers in key industries. Community colleges are key actors in all 
13 partnerships. These initiatives are already demonstrating success, 
suggesting that more permanent incumbent worker training funds will 
become available to community colleges.
Notes
This research was conducted while the author was visiting a faculty member at New 
School University’s Community Development Research Center. The author expresses 
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year. The project was funded by the Ford Foundation. The views expressed are solely 
those of the author. Special thanks are extended to community college staff, employers, 
government employees and others who were interviewed, particularly Elaine Baker, 
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munity College; Brad Schroeder and the late Laura Parkins, South Seattle Community 
College.
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 1. Both federal and state programs fund community colleges to retrain workers for 
new jobs, provide technical assistance to local employers, and provide custom-
ized training (see Bakum 1991; Brint and Karabel 1989; Rosenfeld 1994). These 
business outreach programs usually focus on small and medium-sized enterpris-
es. Some community colleges provide these services as partners in Manufactur-
ing Technology Centers (MTCs) and Manufacturing Outreach Centers (MOCs), 
created in 1988 as part of the federal Manufacturing Technology Extension 
Center Act. The MTCs and MOCs provide modernization assessment, analysis 
of training needs, technical assistance in adopting new technology and modern 
management practices, workforce training, and advice on entering new markets 
(Shapira, Youtie, and Roessner 1996). Many states fund business outreach and 
technology transfer programs in all of their community colleges (Clark and Dob-
son 1991; Flynn and Forrant 1995).
 2. One credit is earned for every 10–12 lecture hours, 22 lab hours, or 33 work 
experience hours.
 3. A Phase I assessment establishes the potential for contamination by examining 
the deeds of the property and surrounding sites. If a strong likelihood is estab-
lished, a Phase II study samples parts of the property for the presence of contami-
nants. A Phase III study is an even more complete analysis done by dividing the 
property into a grid and sampling segments in order to determine the extent of 
contamination.
 4. These initiatives support local government, community organizations, and edu-
cational institutions in connecting people in low-income communities to training 
and living-wage jobs (at least $8 an hour) with beneﬁts. Seattle is one of ﬁve cit-
ies that make up the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Jobs Initiative demonstration 
program. Started in 1995, the Jobs Initiative seeks to change how metropolitan 
labor markets work for low-income communities. Each site receives approxi-
mately $700,000 per year for planning and implementation and must provide 
matching funds from other sources. The King County Jobs Initiative has similar 
goals but does not receive funding from the foundation. 
 5. In addition, King County and the City of Seattle have received a $147,500 grant 
from the Environmental Protection Agency’s Brownﬁelds Job Training and De-
velopment Demonstration Pilots Program to train people in this ﬁeld. The pilots 
  “bring together community groups, job training organizations, educators, labor 
groups, investors, lenders, developers, and other affected parties to address the 
issue of providing environmental employment and training for residents in com-
munities impacted by brownﬁelds. The goals of the Pilots are to facilitate cleanup 
of [brownﬁeld] sites contaminated with hazardous substances and prepare train-
ees for employment in the environmental ﬁeld, including training in alternative 
or innovative treatment technologies.” <http://www.epa.gov/brownﬁelds/job 
.htm> (accessed 2000). The two-year grant pays for 50 students from low-in-
come neighborhoods to complete programs in environmental assessment and 
cleanup techniques. The initiative targets the Duwamish Corridor of Seattle, an 
industrial area with more than 50 abandoned, contaminated sites needing cleanup 
and redevelopment. KCJI clients take the 40-hour HAZWOP module and after 
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employment continue taking modules to get more certiﬁcations. Training is pro-
vided by KCJI and TCB. The grant provides funding to expand the program and 
pay tuition for KCJI participants for up to 176 hours of credit. As the program 
expands at South Seattle, KCJI clients may take these credits there.
 6. Several states are moving to performance-based funding. These states typically 
use some combination of completion and job placement rates in allocating funds 
(see Fitzgerald 1998 for more detail).
 7. One-Stop Career Centers are at the core of the federal Workforce Investment 
Act of 1998, which consolidates federal job training, adult education and lit-
eracy, and vocational rehabilitation programs into a more streamlined and ﬂex-
ible workforce development system. The one-stops are the centralized point of 
access for all federally funded employment programs. The overriding goal of the 
One-Stop Employment Center approach is to place people in jobs as quickly as 
possible. Individuals use the one-stops to ﬁnd jobs, to ﬁnd out about and access 
occupational education programs and career development services. The majority 
of clients are eligible only for a core set of job search services. Eligible clients 
can access job training through the one-stops.
 8. Bank Tellers and Beyond, offered by Wright College, one of Chicago’s City Col-
leges, is a noteworthy program that could not be included in this study because 
staff were very involved in revamping the program. Although the program’s 
director, Nancy Bellew, had envisioned career ladders as part of the program, 
it took almost ﬁve years to interest banks in anything but entry-level training. 
The case is interesting in that it reveals the role of persistence of program staff 
in working with business partners in moving from entry-level to skills upgrade 
training. From its inception, the program has had all the right stuff—good cur-
riculum, employer involvement, support services, and post-placement follow up. 
Yet the retention rate of graduates at most banks was initially no higher than that 
of those hired “off the street.” Few tellers advanced. Despite repeated efforts 
by Bellew, the banks expressed little interest in the college developing further 
courses to build skills for advancement. Five years later, two of the original bank 
partners are hiring almost all students as soon as they graduate. LaSalle Bank 
has reported a 68 percent retention rate of tellers since 1997. Almost half, 48 
percent, have been retained longer than one year. Of all program graduates hired, 
38 percent have been promoted to Teller 2 (see Fitzgerald and Carlson, 2000).
 9. ATMs allow banks to serve customers better and to reduce transaction costs sig-
niﬁcantly. According to the American Bankers Association a teller transaction 
costs a bank about $1.07, while the same transaction conducted at an ATM costs 
27 cents. In 1975, fewer than 10 million ATM transactions were initiated for a 
total of $1 billion in transactions. By 1995 that number had risen to 9.7 billion 
transactions processed at 123,000 ATM terminals and valued at $650 billion.
 10. Peak-time workers are used to cover high trafﬁc hours such as late afternoons 
and weekends. The key difference between part- and peak-time jobs is that peak 
time workers receive higher wages but are not eligible for beneﬁts.
 11. Of course, the majority of students who need such assistance at Shoreline and 
South Seattle are not afﬁliated with the Seattle Jobs Initiative. The colleges have 
to provide services for these students.
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Interorganizational Networks 
among Community-Based 
Organizations
Héctor R. Cordero-Guzmán
Baruch College–CUNY
In recent years there has been growing interest among community-
based organizations (CBOs), foundations, governments, and academics 
in examining the role and impact of CBO collaborations (or interorga-
nizational networks) on organizational resources, on program capacity, 
and on the outcomes of participants in community-based workforce de-
velopment programs.1 Harrison and Weiss (1998a), for example, argue 
that network formation and maintenance are central to the development 
not only of successful organizations but also of employment training 
and workforce development programs. Their analysis focuses on or-
ganizational networks between programs and employers, community 
colleges, government agencies, and other CBOs, and it raises particular 
questions about the kinds of practices that lead to the formation of suc-
cessful networks between CBOs.
This chapter examines the factors related to the development of 
interorganizational networks (or collaborations) among community-
based organizations engaged in workforce development programs and 
initiatives.2 Based on material from case studies and on a review of the 
literature, I discuss two questions: 
•  Why do CBOs enter into networks with one another? Here I fo-
cus on some of the internal and external reasons (mostly govern-
ment- and funder-related) why CBOs seek to collaborate with 
one another on workforce development programs and on other 
service and program initiatives. 
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•  What are some of the important factors associated with the for-
mation and management of successful networks between com-
munity-based organizations engaged in workforce development 
and other community initiatives?3
The chapter begins with a review of the literature on what are vari-
ously called interorganizational relations (Galaskiewicz 1985), work-
force development networks (Harrison and Weiss 1998a), alliances 
(Ferguson and Dickens 1999), or collaborations (Mattessich and Mon-
sey 1992). The literature is quite fragmented (Ferguson and Dickens 
1999; Galaskiewicz 1985), and in this chapter I discuss four related 
areas of research. The ﬁrst is research on networks in formal organiza-
tions (Galaskiewicz 1985; Podolny and Page 1998); the second is re-
search on collaborations (Mattessich and Monsey 1992; Winer and Ray 
1997); and the third focuses more speciﬁcally on CBO collaborations 
(Keyes et al. 1996; Ferguson and Dickens 1999; Pitt, Brown, and Hirota 
1999). Finally, I discuss research on workforce development networks 
(Bonavoglia 1999; Harrison and Weiss 1998a; Meléndez 1990; Melén-
dez and Harrison 1998). 
Following the review of the literature, I use material from several 
case studies to discuss the most important factors in the formation and 
management of successful interorganizational networks. The case-study 
material comes from interviews with program managers and from an 
analysis of documents and reports on the Comprehensive Community 
Revitalization Program (CCRP) in the Bronx (OMG 1994, 1995; Spilka 
and Burns 1998a, 1998b; Sviridoff and Ryan 1996) and the Neighbor-
hood Strategies Project (NSP) in New York City (Bonavoglia 1999; Pitt, 
Brown, and Hirota 1999). It also examines the efforts of the Center for 
Employment and Training (CET) in New York City to establish and de-
velop networks with programs in both CCRP and NSP initiatives. These 
case studies exemplify recent attempts to build networks among CBOs 
engaged in workforce development, and they also illustrate some of 
the opportunities for and challenges to research, practice, and program 
development. The chapter concludes with some suggestions for future 
research on CBO networks and the role of organizational resources, 
practices, structures, and networks on the outcomes of participants in 
CBO programs.
Melendez Book.indb   412 12/16/2004   1:36:44 PM
Interorganizational Networks among CBOs  413
THE LITERATURE ON WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT, 
COMMUNITY-BASED ORGANIZATIONS, AND NETWORKS 
In spite of a growing literature on the evaluation of employment and 
training programs (Friedlander, Greenberg, and Robins 1997; Gueron, 
Pauly, and Lougy 1991; Manski and Garﬁnkel 1992), there is relatively 
little research on the role of community-based organizations in general 
or on the characteristics, processes, resources, and practices of such 
organizations in particular. Few studies have looked at the outcomes ex-
perienced by participants in these kinds of community-based programs. 
It has only been in recent years, partly prompted by a trend toward 
devolution and by other changes in welfare and employment training 
and in workforce development policy, that researchers have focused 
attention on the role that community-based groups, organizations, and 
service providers play in the workforce development system (see Har-
rison and Weiss 1998a,b,c,d; Meléndez 1996, 1997).4 
In their seminal work, Harrison and Weiss and their collaborators 
(1998a,b,c,d) argue that traditional research and program evaluation 
of workforce development programs focused overwhelmingly on the 
characteristics of participants in the programs and on supply side inter-
ventions. This came at the expense of a sophisticated analysis both of 
the demand (or employer) side of the labor market and of the institu-
tional processes, practices, opportunities, and constraints encountered 
by community-based organizations. The CBOs were trying to adapt to, 
mediate, and respond both to the employment needs in their communi-
ties and to their institutional social, political, and economic environ-
ment. Harrison and Weiss and their collaborators (1998b,c,d) make the 
case that an analysis of the history and structure of community-based 
organizations and of the nature of their interventions was missing from 
labor market research. This limited our understanding of which kinds of 
interventions work, why they work, and the ways in which many CBOs 
help to match supply and demand by recruiting participants, training 
them, and placing them in jobs. 
The three volumes of case studies reporting on their research (Har-
rison and Weiss 1998b,c,d) focus predominantly on the history and de-
velopment of CBOs engaged in workforce development. They demon-
strate how there are many organizations around the country that have 
created internal and external networks involving central institutions in 
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the workforce development system. Through such networks, these or-
ganizations have been able to increase the employment of their clients 
and have themselves grown to become important actors in the local 
workforce development system. In the book summarizing their re-
search, Harrison and Weiss (1998a) stress the importance of network 
formation and maintenance to the development of successful organiza-
tions and employment training programs. They assert that “the most ef-
fective CBOs—those that have shown themselves to be able to arrange 
skills training and placement for a nontrivial number of neighborhood 
residents into jobs paying above poverty-level wages, simultaneously 
enhancing both participants’ sense of self-worth and the reputation of 
the CBO—are those that are good at, and assign a high priority to, net-
working across organizational and territorial boundaries” (p. 2). The 
main organizational workforce development networks that they study 
are those between CBOs and 1) employers, 2) other community-based 
and nongovernmental organizations, 3) educational institutions, and 4) 
public sector institutions and government. 
Harrison and Weiss (1998a, p. 7) note that most of the theory that 
shapes their analysis of community-based workforce development net-
works and organizations is guided by the literature on corporate strat-
egy and regional economic development. Podolny and Page (1998) ﬁnd 
that the network form of organization has a number of advantages over 
purely hierarchical or purely market (i.e., competitively) arranged or-
ganizations. Their analysis of ﬁrms and of corporate networks suggests 
“that network forms of organization foster learning, represent a mecha-
nism for the attainment of status or legitimacy, provide a variety of 
economic beneﬁts, facilitate the management of resource dependencies, 
and provide considerable autonomy for employees” (p. 57).
Focusing more speciﬁcally on community-based organizations, Mat-
tessich and Monsey (1992) have done the most extensive reviews of the 
literature on CBO networks built around social services.5 They deﬁne 
a collaboration as “a mutually beneﬁcial and well deﬁned relationship 
entered into by two or more organizations to achieve common goals” 
(p. 7). Collaborations are “more durable and pervasive relationships,” 
the authors suggest, and they “bring previously separated organizations 
into a new structure with full commitment to a common mission.” The 
authors see three distinct types of relationships: collaboration (formal), 
coordination (informal), and cooperation (project-speciﬁc; see Note 1). 
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Mattessich and Monsey ﬁnd 19 factors related to successful col-
laborations and group them into six categories: 1) factors related to the 
environment, 2) issues of membership, 3) matters of process and struc-
ture, 4) communications, 5) purpose, and 6) resources. Each category 
includes several subtopics. For each subtopic, I include in parentheses 
the number of studies in the authors’ review that mentioned this as a 
factor. In terms of the environment, their review of the literature sug-
gests that there are three important factors related to successful col-
laborations. The ﬁrst is a history of collaboration in the community (6). 
In his review of the literature on interorganizational relations, which 
focuses on resource procurement and allocation, political advocacy, and 
organizational legitimization, Galaskiewicz (1985, p. 292) ﬁnds that 
coalition building around political advocacy is dependent on linkages 
to the community. The second factor given by Mattessich and Monsey 
is that groups involved in the collaboration are perceived as leaders in 
the community (3). The third factor is a favorable social and political 
climate (3). 
In terms of membership, Mattessich and Monsey ﬁnd that respect, 
understanding, and trust between the organizations and an appropriate 
cross section of members (11) were cited in a majority of the studies 
they reviewed as being important to the success of collaborations. The 
other two factors related to membership were that the members must 
see that it is in their self-interest to participate or perceive that their 
organization or their clients have something speciﬁc to gain from the 
collaboration (6) and that the organizations have an ability to compro-
mise (3). In terms of process and structure, Mattessich and Monsey 
ﬁnd several important factors mentioned in the literature. The ﬁrst two 
are that the members share a stake in the process and the outcome (6) 
and that there are multiple layers of decision-making (6). They also ﬁnd 
that ﬂexibility (4), developing clear roles and policy guidelines (4), and 
adaptability (3) relate to process and structure in successful collabo-
rations. In the area of communications, Mattessich and Monsey ﬁnd 
that open and frequent communication (9) and established formal and 
informal communication links (5) are central to efﬁcient and successful 
collaborations. With respect to purpose of activities, the literature sug-
gests that in order to be successful a collaboration has to have concrete 
and attainable goals and objectives (5), and that the groups involved in 
the collaboration need to have a shared vision (4) and need to see it as 
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achieving a unique purpose (3). Last, in terms of resources, Mattessich 
and Monsey ﬁnd that sufﬁcient funds (8) and a skilled convener (7) are 
important factors related to the success of collaborations. 
In their study of community development corporations (CDCs), 
Keyes et al. (1996, p. 202) argue that nonproﬁt organizations do not ex-
ist in a vacuum; “they survive and prosper when they are part of a net-
work of organizations that support and undergird their activities.” These 
institutional support networks are crucial to the development of social 
capital and to the successful operation of these organizations, say the 
authors: social capital sharing networks among nonproﬁt organizations 
are more likely to be sustained (and therefore successful) when there is 
a long-term relationship of trust and reciprocity, a shared vision among 
the organizations, mutual interest in the network, and a ﬁnancial nexus 
that ties the groups together. They also ﬁnd several challenges confront-
ing CBO support networks (p. 219), including 1) uneven development, 
2) what they call the dangers of offering overly aggressive supports, 3) 
competition and conﬂict among networks that support different visions 
and types of organizations, and 4) the need to spend resources on the 
ﬁscal and managerial stabilization of more troubled programs. 
In the conclusion to their book, Urban Problems and Community 
Development, Ferguson and Dickens (1999) recognize the lack of re-
search on CBO networks, particularly in the areas of community eco-
nomic development and workforce development, and state that the lit-
erature on alliances is scarce and fragmented. “Despite the importance 
of alliances,” the authors say, “there are no standard frameworks in ur-
ban change or community development studies for guiding the analysis, 
design, implementation, or evaluation of alliance building processes” 
(p. 590). The essay attempts to organize the fragmented literature and 
suggests more research on CBO alliances (what I call interorganiza-
tional networks). 
Following their sociological treatment of organizations, Ferguson 
and Dickens ﬁnd that there are several stages in the development of 
CBO networks and that “trust is a factor at every stage of alliance de-
velopment.” They suggest that networks come into being only after or-
ganizations can afﬁrmatively answer four questions: 
1) Can I trust my allies’ motives? 
2) Can I trust their competency? 
3) Can I trust their dependability? 
4) Can I have conﬁdence in their collegiality?
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If the answers to all four of these questions are satisfactory, then the 
network has a chance to establish itself and begin to work on its goals. 
The conditions listed by Ferguson and Dickens could be seen as factors 
related to the formation of networks, but when it comes to networks’ 
development, maturation, and renewal, other factors come into play. 
The authors enumerate ﬁve dichotomies in the development of al-
liances: 1) trust versus mistrust, 2) compromise versus conﬂict or exit, 
3) commitment versus ambivalence, 4) industriousness versus discour-
agement, and 5) transition versus stagnation. During the ﬁrst stage par-
ticipants get to know one another and build trust between their orga-
nizations at the various levels of leadership. In the second phase, the 
participating organizations search for agreement on the goals of the 
network and hold discussions on how the network will be structured 
and will operate. During the third phase, the participating organizations 
work on solidifying their roles, developing the set of tasks that they will 
carry out within the network, and resolving any conﬂicts and issues that 
might arise out of their initial participation in the network. 
In the fourth phase, industriousness versus discouragement, the net-
work goes through “growing pains.” During this trying time, partici-
pants must experience some initial payoffs if the network is to succeed. 
Ferguson and Dickens (1999) suggest that at this stage several obstacles 
can arise which may affect the survival of the network: “unexpected 
lapses in funding, unsuccessful leadership transitions, malfeasance, in-
competence, failure by some members to perform their responsibilities, 
unexpected delays, and uncontrollable events that destroy past prog-
ress” (p. 603). If the organizations in a network are able to negotiate 
and overcome these obstacles, then the network enters the ﬁnal stage, 
transition versus stagnation. At this stage the network continues to work 
on its original goals and demonstrates (or fails to) its ability to adapt to 
a changing environment. The network must have the ﬂexibility to trans-
form itself to respond to the changing characteristics and needs of the 
various organizations involved and the communities and constituencies 
it serves. 
The growing literature on CBO networks and workforce devel-
opment presents us with a number of hypotheses and generalizations 
about why organizations enter into networks (Ferguson and Dickens 
1999; Harrison and Weiss 1998a; Pitt, Brown, and Hirota 1999), the 
various stages in the development of networks (Ferguson and Dickens 
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1999), and the factors that are associated with successful collaborations 
(Mattessich and Monsey 1992). In the next section I draw on material 
from three New York City case studies—the Comprehensive Commu-
nity Revitalization Program (CCRP) in the Bronx, the Neighborhood 
Strategies Project (NSP), and the Center for Employment and Train-
ing (CET)—to inform our reading of the literature and to examine and 
illustrate the main factors related to the formation, development, and 
management of successful interorganizational networks.
THE FORMATION AND MAINTENANCE OF 
INTERORGANIZATIONAL NETWORKS
In general terms, my analysis of CET and CCRP and my research 
on the activities of other organizations suggest that there are ﬁve key 
roles that CBOs (and broader, collaborative-based comprehensive com-
munity initiatives) have played, and can continue to play, in workforce 
and community economic development (Stone 1996). The ﬁrst role is to 
serve as a source of program development, funding, and management. 
The second is to stimulate the creation of organizational networks be-
tween CDCs, CBOs, and other actors (within and outside of the com-
munity) in the workforce and community economic development sys-
tem. These may include employers and corporations, foundations and 
other funders, educational and training institutions (schools, community 
colleges, universities), government agencies and ofﬁcials, the nonproﬁt 
sector, and other CBOs or business groups. Third, they can stimulate 
the gathering, analysis, and use of information on program processes, 
interventions, and outcomes. 
The fourth role of CBOs is to serve as a job matching service be-
tween employers and community residents. Organizations do this by 
seeking resources to develop programs that pair individuals from the 
community (according to their skills, interests, and experience) with 
employment opportunities received by the organization from direct 
employer requests or developed through formal and informal organi-
zational and individual contacts. Finally, CBO networks serve as an 
advocate for community residents and an intermediary between them 
and their community-based organizations, other outside organizations, 
governmental and nongovernmental agencies, and other communities. 
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In the area of workforce development, community-based organizations 
are also involved directly in adult education, general skills and occupa-
tion-speciﬁc vocational training, career counseling and development, 
resume preparation, job interview skill development, job placement, 
and post-placement support services (including, in many instances, 
placing the same individual in another job). 
These CBO activities contribute directly to the creation of jobs for 
residents in the community and also contribute to job creation and com-
munity economic development by managing and building connections 
and, ultimately, working networks between actors and institutions; by 
providing resources, information, and support services for community 
residents; by providing information and support for research and plan-
ning; by improving the social climate; and by building and maintaining 
the social and physical infrastructure and the human resources of low-
income communities. 
Why Do CBOs Enter into Interorganizational Networks?
In their volume on workforce development networks, Harrison 
and Weiss (1998a, p. 40) suggest that there are several reasons why 
CBOs network with one another. Groups seek to work together when 
1) the projects involved are too risky for one organization, 2) no single 
organization has the internal capacity to provide an adequate service, 
3) key information leading to success is located in other organizations 
and cannot be easily acquired or purchased, 4) they seek to expand their 
services and move into other areas for which they need access to local 
resources and knowledge of local conditions, 5) no single group is suf-
ﬁciently large to attract a diverse pool of vendors and suppliers and to 
bring the project to scale, and 6) gaining legitimacy in the eyes of other 
actors in the system requires a structure wherein various stakeholders 
participate in the decision-making process. 
Similarly, in their evaluation of the Neighborhood Strategies Proj-
ect (NSP), a set of CBO networks in three New York City neighbor-
hoods,  Pitt, Brown, and Hirota (1999) discuss some of the reasons why 
organizations develop networks with one another. Their report lays out 
four concrete beneﬁts to network formation. The ﬁrst is that by putting 
organizations in contact with one another, networks help to stimulate 
new organizational perspectives on and approaches to community prob-
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lems. Second, networks strengthen organizational capacity by giving 
individual organizations that are part of a collective access to resources 
and technical assistance they might otherwise not be able to secure. 
Third, organizations enter into networks to enhance and expand their 
contacts and opportunities. By working with other organizations, CBOs 
are able to develop strong ties to other groups and increase the number 
of connections, or weak ties, that they have with the various constituen-
cies in the community. Finally, networks help organizations leverage 
resources, which enables them to be more efﬁcient by combining their 
limited resources and assets with those of other organizations and using 
those ties to secure additional resources and funding. 
Our case studies, review of reports, and reading of the literature 
suggest that there are three broad sets of reasons why community-based 
organizations seek to collaborate with one another: internal organiza-
tional reasons, funder-related reasons, and government-related reasons 
(see Table 12.1). Internal factors are mostly related to the evolving 
needs of the organization and its clients. Funder-driven reasons involve 
agencies collaborating to apply for funding, or a funder seeking a col-
laborative to develop a particular program or initiative. Similarly, orga-
nizations form a network in order to apply for funding from a govern-
ment agency, or an agency seeks a collaborative to develop and carry 
out a particular program. 
Internal reasons
Our interviews brought out several internal reasons why CBOs en-
ter into networks with one another. The case study materials highlight 
these reasons. The ﬁrst involves client driven pressure to expand the 
quality and number of services they provide, to expand their portfolio 
of activities and programs, or to expand their services into other geo-
graphical areas. Second, organizations collaborate as a way to acquire 
expertise from others (and share their own resources with others) fac-
ing similar circumstances and serving similar or related populations. 
Networks can provide more resources to fund staff and activities. Third, 
organizations collaborate as a way to reduce or share the costs of pro-
gram management and related activities, or because they perceive that 
networks will give them access to a broader range of opportunities 
for program development and funding. And fourth, organizations col- 
 
Melendez Book.indb   420 12/16/2004   1:36:46 PM
Interorganizational Networks among CBOs  421
laborate in order to enhance their visibility and the reputation of their 
programs in the community. 
Funder-related reasons
As we have noted, agencies sometimes collaborate to apply for 
funding, or a funder seeks a collaborative to develop a particular pro-
gram. For funders, collaboration can be a way to bring scale to projects 
when there is no one agency with the capacity to provide the services. It 
can also be a means of creating afﬁnities (or synergies) between groups 
and organizations working on common problems in similar communi-
ties (or in the same one). Funders also use collaborations as a way of 
disseminating contracts among a number of groups, organizations, and 
service providers, thereby spreading the scope and visibility of their 
interventions and enhancing organizational learning while also diffus-
ing and minimizing the risk of failure. Foundations seek to work with 
collaboratives because they can help deliver programs and services to 
numerous constituencies, engaging a variety of sources of community-
based knowledge, expertise, and experience. 
In many of our interviews, when we asked organizations to give us 
examples of networks that were not working or were breaking down, 
we were told that when organizations are matched by an outside agency 
(like a foundation) because the outsider thinks that the organizations 
will be able to work well together, they often end up not working well. 
This does not mean that funders or intermediaries cannot come in and 
make good matches. The point is rather that outsiders should not assume 
that the matches they make are going to work well unless the organiza-
tions involved work hard at building a solid relationship and develop-
ing trust. When funding is the main factor that brings groups together, 
programs may languish (partly owing to lack of leadership or direction) 
and relations are likely to break down. In contrast, when organizations 
come together because they share goals, experiences, methods, per-
spectives, and sometimes practices, the network is more likely to work 
better and the programs are more likely to be sustained. Rather than try-
ing to match speciﬁc agencies, intermediaries and funders should focus 
on creating the conditions for organizations and programs that are at the 
cooperation or coordination stage (and have an interest in or previous 
experience working together) to form an interorganizational network. 
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Reason Importance
Internal reasons
To enhance services or expand portfolio Organizations recognize that their clients have multiple needs, often for comprehensive 
services.
To move into other areas Agencies sometimes expand their geographical focus to respond to the needs of clients in 
underserved related areas.
To share and acquire expertise Organizations need expertise related to the development and management of particular 
kinds of programs or services or of ways to serve clients from particular communities.
To reduce or share costs Working with others allows agencies to share staff and reduce unit costs.
To access other opportunities Collaborations present agencies with new opportunities to access resources, partners, and 
funding.
To enhance program reputation Being sought-after and a good partner increases the reputation of an organization and its 
ability to develop programs, inﬂuence policy, and raise funds to support its work.
Funder-related reasons
To achieve scale Collaborations allow funders to add organizational capacity to their enterprises and 
develop them at a scale that is large enough to be visible and have an impact on the 
community.
To cash in on afﬁnities Collaborations allow funders to build networks between organizations that they work 
with that have similar or complementary styles, missions, services, or clients.
Table 12.1  Why Do CBOs Develop Interorganizational Networks?
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To spread contracts and risk Funding multiple organizations in a collaborative allows funders to experiment with 
different organizational approaches to service delivery and allows organizations to learn 
from each other, thus minimizing the risk of loss.
To disseminate services Collaborations provide a structure and a pool of knowledge and expertise that 
enables the systematic development of additional services for clients of the various 
organizations.
To serve numerous constituencies Collaborations allow funders to include and serve more constituencies, whether in 
several communities or in sub-segments of a given community.
To engage a variety of expertise Collaborations allow funders to draw from a diverse pool of experts and support 
personnel.
Government-related reasons
To spread contacts Collaborations enable governments to apportion contracts among many constituencies 
without having to administer multiple contracts.
To diffuse risk Collaborations enable governments to diffuse the risk of failure or noncompliance.
To build community infrastructure Collaborations enable governments to develop organizational infrastructure across 
communities.
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Government-related reasons
Similarly, there are government-driven external reasons for a col-
laborative to apply for funding from a government agency, or for a gov-
ernment agency to seek a collaborative to develop a particular program. 
In the latter case, governments like to spread their service contracts 
among many constituencies without having to administer multiple con-
tracts, and by working with collaboratives governments diffuse the risk 
of failure or noncompliance with the conditions of the contract. Finally, 
governments may seek to fund community collaboratives in order to 
provide resources to many organizations and help build a broad com-
munity infrastructure.
What Are the Factors Associated with the Success of CBO 
Workforce Development Networks? 
In spite of the many accomplishments and positive contributions to 
the development of communities, organizations, and individuals on the 
part of CBO networks organized around workforce development and 
related social service areas, our case studies suggest that there are also 
many challenges to their successful design, development, management, 
and maintenance. Studying these challenges can help us understand the 
factors related to the success of CBO networks. 
CCRP proved to be a successful collaboration in that four of the 
original six groups agreed to set up an incorporated entity to manage the 
collaboration and develop programs. There were, however, two organi-
zations that exited the collaboration: One left and the other was asked 
to leave. The NSP has accomplished many goals, but as a collaboration 
it has had serious difﬁculties at two of its three sites with respect to the 
management and development of the network. CET has also had mixed 
results as a collaboration and administered its programs as a stand-alone 
organization with very limited partnerships with other local CBOs. 
CCRP did have some problems, but the collaboration seems to have 
worked well for the remaining four organizations. The relationship be-
tween the CDCs that belong to CCRP was described to me in some of 
the interviews as a good example of repeat contracting by organizations 
that have worked well together and have beneﬁted from working with 
one another. The participating CDCs moved mostly from housing re-
development and management into other social service functions and 
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worked on collaborating with each other when they were expanding ser-
vices and planning the development of new initiatives and programs. 
Some of the reasons why CCRP worked as a collaboration are con-
sistent with the factors listed in the literature on collaborations (Mat-
tessich and Monsey 1992): a selection of organizations with a track 
record; a history of work in the community and some assets and capac-
ity; an active and professionally led planning process with signiﬁcant 
community involvement; and opportunities to engage in activities, to 
discuss common interests, and to build trust among the participating 
organizations. 
However, other factors that contributed to CCRP’s success are not 
mentioned in the literature. First, CCRP encouraged the organizations 
to build the collaboration and created opportunities for them to do so. 
The participating agencies had many opportunities to meet and interact 
with one another and to develop a planning process that recognized the 
particularities of each community and organization yet at the same time 
allowed each organization and community to beneﬁt from the work of 
others. A second important factor that helped CCRP was the decision 
to selectively target both the types of services it would provide and the 
communities where it would provide them. Unlike NSP, which relied 
on building multiagency collaborations in each neighborhood, CCRP 
selected one lead agency in each neighborhood and sought to link agen-
cies across neighborhoods and communities. This proved to be a good 
decision because agencies could focus on identifying the needs in each 
community and could work on developing their social service niche in 
concert with broader CCRP programs. They did not have to spend a 
signiﬁcant amount of time negotiating “turf” issues within their neigh-
borhoods, but instead could devote their energies to service provision 
and to program development and management. 
In terms of targeted services, CCRP organizations worked together 
in the development of employment services (the organizations shared 
a curriculum, a case management system, and other components of the 
program) while at the same time retaining the freedom to design and 
experiment with their own job placement programs. This combination 
of guidance, centralization, and ﬂexibility (or “ﬂexible centralization”) 
resulted in organizations deriving the best advantages from the collab-
oration while being able to retain relative autonomy to develop (and 
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share) focused solutions to speciﬁc program and service challenges in 
their communities.
Another factor that contributed to the success of CCRP as a collab-
orative had to do with the fact that the initiative began with manageable, 
concrete, and visible projects that were able to show clear gains early 
on. This indicated to observers and participants that the initiative was 
a serious endeavor, allowed the participating organizations to actively 
build their relationships, and by producing some visible results it gave 
them an incentive to continue to work together. Last, and perhaps para-
doxically, one of the factors that allowed CCRP to succeed was that it 
was able to manage the exit of two organizations from the original six 
that were members of the initiative. One of the lessons from CCRP is 
that when building organizational networks there needs to be a mecha-
nism, with clear rules and procedures, that regulates entry into and exit 
out of the network, as well as a protocol that establishes clear deci-
sion-making procedures and rules of accountability. When trust does 
not exist or is not built, the relationship is likely to languish and break 
down. In some instances, collaborations do not work because there is 
a change of direction or leadership on the part of one of the partners. 
Sometimes these changes in focus can be anticipated, but at other times 
they are quite complex and idiosyncratic and must be managed by the 
remaining partners.
An additional point to discuss is the issue of homogeneity ver-
sus heterogeneity in CBO collaborations. CCRP seems to have been 
a grouping of relatively heterogeneous organizations, in terms of cli-
ents and services, that provided services to a variety of constituencies 
within their neighborhoods, whereas NSP was more of a heterogeneous 
grouping of many homogeneous organizations. In NSP many differ-
ent organizational actors felt as though they were in competition with 
one another: they had different interests and resources, different views 
of the collaborative, different connections to various constituencies in 
their communities, different deﬁnitions of the problems they faced, and, 
in some instances, different understandings of the solutions to the main 
problems in their communities. In contrast, the organizations involved 
with CCRP embodied, to varying degrees, some of the conﬂicts within 
their communities but shared many views on the nature of the social 
problems in their communities, on program development, and on the 
potential of the collaborative for bringing resources to their organiza-
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tions and communities. In their ofﬁcial NSP evaluation, Pitt, Brown, 
and Hirota (1999) discuss some of the main obstacles encountered by 
NSP and conﬁrm many of our observations. They report that the ob-
stacles involved 1) translating a shared vision into action, 2) involving 
neighborhood residents and negotiating neighborhood politics, 3) es-
tablishing collaborative governance and effective management, and 4) 
balancing institutional and collaborative interests.   
Based on a review of the literature, interviews, and analysis of ma-
terials from case studies, we ﬁnd that there are 13 key factors that seem 
to be consistently related to the success of interorganizational networks 
among CBOs engaged in workforce development and related initia-
tives, and that planners, program administrators, researchers, and others 
need to keep in mind when designing, developing, and managing these 
networks.6 Some of these factors are related to the formation, develop-
ment, and management of CBO networks; others are related to the sus-
tainability, maintenance, and growth of these networks (Table 12.2). 
1)  The ﬁrst factor is an explicit mechanism for the selection of 
participants and the development of concrete criteria that em-
phasize a track record and a history of programs and other work 
in the community. CCRP, for example, grew out of a selection 
of organizations with some assets and a demonstrated capacity 
to carry out new commitments and programs with other orga-
nizations. 
2)  The second element relates to the importance of developing 
mutual respect, understanding, and trust. Organizations in a 
network must have trust in the other organizations, their mis-
sion, their capacity to accomplish goals, and their leadership. 
3)  Third is an active and professionally led planning process with 
signiﬁcant community involvement, which allows the collab-
oratives to be known in the community, to work together with 
the community, and to learn about the speciﬁc program and 
resource needs of local residents, businesses, and others. 
4)  Fourth, members must all have a stake in the process and out-
come. Actors involved in the network must organize discus-
sions that build a consensus around goals, programs, and prac-
tices, particularly among initial members of the network. 
5)  Successful networks create opportunities for the organizations 
involved in the collaborative to engage in concrete activities 
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with one another, to discuss common interests, to develop clear 
expectations, and to build trust. When agencies have open 
channels of communication and many opportunities to meet, 
interact, and engage in a planning process, they work better to-
gether. This also lets them recognize the particularities of each 
community and organization while allowing each to beneﬁt 
from the work of others. 
6)  Another important factor in the development and maintenance 
of successful interorganizational networks is the engagement 
and involvement of the community. Identiﬁcation and involve-
ment of community stakeholders in the development and plan-
ning of network programs and activities allows the initiative to 
build a constituency, to develop support and legitimacy in the 
community, and to acquire valuable information and resources 
that can be instrumental in the assessment, management, and 
planning of social services. 
7)  The successful development of interorganizational networks 
depends on an ability to compromise: organizations must de-
velop a system to achieve consensus and resolve disagreements 
on goals, programs, and procedures. 
8)  There must be clear organizational roles and policies. Each or-
ganization must have its particular, deﬁned role, and the poli-
cies and procedures for participation in the network should be 
clearly established, agreed upon, and made explicit.
9)  Open and frequent communication through established formal 
and informal communication links is essential to the ﬂow of 
information that builds conﬁdence and trust, and to the learn-
ing that should take place between organizations involved in a 
collaborative. Multiple channels of communications between 
residents, administrators, and the staff of the various organiza-
tions are critical to the successful development of interorgani-
zational networks. 
10)  Member organizations must be clear and selective in target-
ing both the types of services that are going to be provided 
and the communities where they will be provided. Targeting of 
services (having a clear deﬁnition of the services that will be 
provided) and of the areas of service (also clearly deﬁning who 
the clients are going to be) focuses the energies and interven-
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tions of participating organizations and is vital to the success 
of collaborative efforts. 
11)  As exempliﬁed by CCRP, the initiative should begin with con-
crete and visible projects that are able to show clear gains early 
on, reﬂecting the seriousness of the initiative and giving partic-
ipating organizations an incentive to continue to work together 
to achieve positive results. 
12)  There must be a process to develop concrete, long-term goals 
and objectives for the network. The network can then periodi-
cally take stock of its activities and agree on whether to contin-
ue projects and programs based on organizational capacities, 
available resources, and community needs.
13)  CCRP succeeded because it was able to manage the exit of two 
organizations from the original six that belonged to the col-
laborative. One of the lessons learned from CCRP is that there 
needs to be a mechanism in interorganizational networks that 
regulates entry into and (voluntary or involuntary) exit from 
the network, complete with clear decision-making procedures, 
rules of performance, and processes of accountability. 
Qualiﬁcations and amendments to the literature 
Our research suggests there are a number of factors mentioned in 
the literature that are relevant but not necessarily central to the success 
of CBO workforce development networks.7 I will discuss these quali-
ﬁcations to the literature following the schema presented in Mattes-
sich and Monsey (1992): factors related to the environment, to issues of 
membership, to process and structure, and to communications, purpose, 
and resources. Our analysis suggests that some of the factors they list 
are necessary but not sufﬁcient, while others seem to have a different 
relationship to the success of networks depending on the context. 
In terms of the environment, we found that all of the programs that 
we studied had a legitimate history of work in the community. They 
were also organizations that were perceived as leaders in their commu-
nities. These two factors, then, are necessary to the success of a network 
but not sufﬁcient. In terms of a favorable social and political climate 
it is important to make distinctions between the operation of political 
forces at the community, metropolitan (city), state, and national levels. 
Thus, Meléndez and Harrison (1998) have shown that part of the CET 
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Factor Action directive Source
Formation
Selection of participants Have concrete criteria for the selection of organizations that are going 
to be part of the network.
Suggested by case 
studies
Mutual respect, understanding, and 
trust
Organizations should know about, appreciate, and respect each other’s 
missions, goals, procedures, and programs.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Planning process with some 
community involvement
Involve the community in the early stages of the planning; analyze 
community needs.
Suggested by case 
studies
Development
Members share a stake in process 
and outcome
Build consensus among initial members of the network around goals, 
programs, and practices.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Concrete opportunities to build 
trust, develop common interests, 
and collaborate
Engage in program development and design at initial stage in order to 
establish a working relationship between organizations.
Suggested by case 
studies
Engagement and involvement  
of community in programs
Involve community stakeholders in the planning and development of 
network programs and activities.
Suggested by case 
studies
Ability to compromise Organizations must develop a system to resolve disagreements on goals, 
programs, and procedures.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Table 12.2  Factors Related to the Development of Interorganizational Networks
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Management
Clear organizational roles; clear 
policy guidelines for network
Each organization must have a particular role. The policies and 
procedures of the network should be established and made explicit.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Open and frequent communication 
in the network; established formal 
and informal communication links
Have multiple channels of communication between residents, 
administrators, and staff of the various organizations and between 
groups.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Targeting of services and areas of 
service
Provide clear deﬁnitions of the services to be provided, the populations 
to be served, and the criteria for participation.
Suggested by case 
studies
Visible early gains Begin by developing manageable, concrete, and visible projects that 
will show clear gains early in the process and build support.
Suggested by case 
studies
Sustainability and Growth
Concrete goals and objectives Establish a process to develop concrete, long-term goals and objectives 
for the network, enabling periodic evaluation.
See Mattessich and 
Monsey (1992)
Exit rules and procedures Establish procedures allowing for entry into and exit from the network. Suggested by case 
studies
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formula for success was based on building organic relationships with 
both employers and community. There are organizational barriers to 
network building and maintenance, but city policy also has an impact. 
For example, the New York City Department of Employment (DOE) 
implemented new screening and assessment mechanisms whereby con-
tracts were divided between assessment and placement and the assess-
ment functions were centralized among a few providers. These changes 
seem to have contributed to severing the networks between the Cen-
ter for Employment and Training (CET) and other CBOs. The DOE’s 
reason for establishing a centralized screening and referral system was 
based in part on the argument that “cozy” relations between programs 
led to “creaming” (or selecting the clients with more strengths and few-
er needs) and, thus, to inﬂated program results. However, it could very 
well be that strong networks between organizations lead to more com-
prehensive interventions, better services, more effective case manage-
ment, and better outcomes.8 Separating the assessment from the training 
functions was a metropolitan level policy decision that had an impact 
on interorganizational networks and illustrates the role of city policies 
in the formation, management, and chance of success of interorganiza-
tional networks. 
In the area of membership, the literature suggests that an appropri-
ate cross section of members is important to the success of networks, 
but some of the networks we reviewed raise questions about the merits 
of heterogeneity of representation within organizations versus hetero-
geneity of representation in collaboratives. Our case studies suggest 
that organizations that share certain methods, characteristics, and ap-
proaches seem to make better partners and form stronger networks than 
organizations that are different. Also, the literature suggests that mem-
bers perceiving where their self-interest lies is important to the success 
of networks; but self-interest is not sufﬁcient, and too much emphasis 
on it, particularly during the middle stages of a network, can lead to 
difﬁculties in building trust and, potentially, to failure. Organizations 
have to bring more than self-interest to the table; they also have to bring 
resources to invest in the network. 
In the area of process and structure, our case studies suggest that 
multiple layers of decision-making can create obstacles to the success 
of networks, and that when many structures exist, leadership, account-
ability, and responsibility can be diluted. In terms of ﬂexibility, it helps 
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for organizations to be open about different ways of organizing the col-
laborative, but there have to be some boundaries to the discussions, and 
there has to be a mechanism in place to settle differences of opinion. 
Each interorganizational network has to ﬁnd a governance structure that 
is particularly suited to the kinds of organizations, services, and com-
munities that are involved in the collaboration. Similarly, adaptability 
to changes in the environment is critical to the success of networks—
but then, adaptability is part of the analytical deﬁnition of a successful 
network.9  
In terms of purpose, most of the organizations in the collaboratives 
we reviewed shared a vision, but they did not always share methods, 
styles, emphases, or approaches to the articulation and implementation 
of their particular vision. It is important for a network to have a unique 
purpose, but this purpose has to be consistent and compatible with the 
goals and possibilities of the member organizations. If “uniqueness” 
involves the creation of parallel organizational or managerial structures 
there can be a perception of duplication among some of the organi-
zations, which can create legitimacy problems for the network. Last, 
in terms of resources, the collaboratives we studied had signiﬁcant re-
sources and skilled conveners. All of the organizations we looked at 
had professional leadership and competent staff. These elements are 
necessary but not sufﬁcient, however, for the success of CBO networks. 
Though adequate resources and a skilled convener are important, once 
they are present other factors become more salient with respect to the 
success of networks.
CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH
This paper has examined networks among community-based orga-
nizations involved in workforce development programs and initiatives 
and has tried to answer two research questions: Why do CBOs enter 
into networks with one another? And, what are some of the main factors 
associated with successful networking between community-based orga-
nizations engaged in workforce development and related initiatives? 
As organizations develop, they face two choices: to partner and col-
laborate with others or to try to expand and develop more internal, inde-
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pendent capacity. How are organizations making decisions about which 
strategy or course of action to follow in the current policy environment? 
For the organizations that try to develop linkages with others, what are 
some of the challenges involved in network formation in relation to the 
various actors in the workforce development system: employers and 
corporations; educational and training institutions (schools, community 
colleges, and universities); government agencies and ofﬁcials; other 
organizations, agencies, and service providers in the nonproﬁt sector; 
other business groups; and foundations and other types of funders?
From a research perspective, we need better theory, hypotheses, 
data, and measures with respect to the factors that are mentioned in the 
literature and suggested by case studies as being related to the success 
of CBO networks (Mulroy and Shay 1998). Whether organizations are 
increasing internal capacity or partnering, we know very little about the 
main challenges faced by CBOs in the areas of program management, 
case management, documentation of their efforts, and program evalua-
tion. Researchers involved in the evaluation of community-based work-
force development programs need to better understand organizational-
level processes and incorporate the role of organizational-level char-
acteristics (such as organizational resources, structure, and practices) 
into the analysis of individual-level outcomes. One of the main reasons 
data on the individual characteristics of program participants are col-
lected is to be able to know who is best suited to beneﬁt and for whom 
the various programs will work best. Another is to be able to evaluate 
whether individuals are actually beneﬁting from various interventions 
and program investments (Mueller and Schwartz 1998). Similarly, at 
the organizational level there is a need to know more about the impact 
of various program characteristics on participant outcomes. Policymak-
ers need information on ways they can make programs more efﬁcient 
by stimulating research and providing the resources and expertise need-
ed to support the most effective organizational-level practices. In spite 
of the many challenges to CBOs engaged in workforce development, 
the promise of networks seems to be that they allow organizations to 
acquire and share knowledge, experience, expertise, and valuable re-
sources, and that they can help many CBOs bring these resources to 
their areas in the form of more efﬁcient, stable, and responsive services 
and programs for their communities. 
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 1.  See Connell et al. (1995); Ferguson and Dickens (1999); Fulbright-Anderson, 
Kubisch, and Connell (1998); Harrison and Weiss (1998a); and Pitt, Brown, and 
Hirota (1999). 
 2.  I use the terms interorganizational network and collaboration interchangeably 
to mean a sustained effort between two established community-based programs 
to provide social services under a common organizational structure. Following 
the literature (Mattessich and Monsey 1992), I make a distinction between co-
ordination (or an informal arrangement), cooperation (involving project speciﬁc 
planning, organizational interaction, and shared management), and collaboration 
(or an interorganizational network), which entails the development of a common 
vision, a clear organizational structure, comprehensive integrated planning, con-
crete dedicated linkage between groups, shared resources, and integrated man-
agement. In order to build, maintain, and sustain effective interorganizational 
networks with the various actors in their immediate environment, organizations 
must have some experience cooperating on and coordinating activities and pro-
grams with others. 
 3.  A successful network is one where organizations acknowledge that they have 
beneﬁted from working together and seek to continue to do so. My focus is on 
the functioning of the network itself and not directly on the outcomes of the in-
dividual participants in the programs run by the network, though they are clearly 
related. 
 4.  The two main pieces of legislation were the Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), which changed the welfare system, 
and the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), which repealed the Job Training Part-
nership Act (JTPA) and introduced and deﬁned the new workforce development 
system.
 5.  Mattessich and Monsey (1992, p. 41) reviewed 133 studies that seemed to have 
some relevance to CBO collaborations. Upon analysis they reduced the studies to 
62, which they then further pared based on the following criteria: “Studies were 
dropped because they did not address the major research question adequately; 
the projects did not meet our deﬁnition of collaboration, they did not include 
empirical observations, or they did not address the topic of success” (p. 42). The 
process left them with 18 studies to include in an analysis of the factors leading 
to successful collaborations. For more on the literature on CBO networks built 
around social services, see Winer and Ray (1997).
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 6.  Here I discuss factors related to the success of the network itself, which are not 
necessarily the same factors that are associated with the outcomes of individual 
participants in collaborative based employment training programs and initiatives.
 7.  The analysis of the material from our case studies raises issues and qualiﬁcations 
about 12 of the 19 factors related to successful collaborations that are listed in 
Mattessich and Monsey (1992).
 8.  The key question at this point for the DOE is whether it has in place a mechanism 
to analyze current assessment and placement policies and distinguish between 
the two hypotheses. 
 9.  Also, empirically it seems to me that adaptability is potentially difﬁcult to carry 
out and measure and that it is more a dependent than an independent variable. To 
measure the success of networks is in a large way to measure their adaptability 
to a changing environment.
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Development Collaborations
Stacey A. Sutton
Rutgers University
The literature addressing strategies for connecting low-income, 
typically low-skilled job seekers to the labor market has grown substan-
tially over the past decade and a half. Improved school systems, better 
school-to-career feeder programs, employment training programs, and 
vocational certiﬁcation and credentialing are examples of supply-side 
workforce development strategies that seek, by investing in individuals, 
to increase their capacity to obtain gainful employment. This literature, 
which emphasizes improving human capital, is a direct response to the 
research undertaken in the late 1970s and early 1980s that focused on 
supply-side factors as explanations of income inequality (Becker 1975, 
1985). More recent supply-side workforce development literature has 
addressed additional inhibitors of sustainable employment and advance-
ment for many low-income entry-level workers: the unavailability of 
child care, problems of transportation and housing, and issues related 
to work ethic and attitude. A major criticism of supply-side literature, 
however, is that it is too narrowly focused on developing individual ca-
pacity. It predicates employment opportunities on the behavior of low-
income people while neglecting a broad array of issues related to public 
policy, employer practices, and corporate culture, as well as the politi-
cal, economic, and social context in which they are embedded. More-
over, the needs and expectations of employers are also under-attended. 
Economic restructuring, the vagaries of employer demand for workers, 
the proliferation of part-time and temporary workers coupled with the 
reduction of internal career ladders and living wage opportunities, and 
mutated forms of employment discrimination and exploitation—none 
of these are factored into supply-side discourse.
439
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In order to begin to more effectively accomplish the formidable task 
of creating seamless workforce development systems, it is important to 
better understand what employers are looking for. The extent to which 
employers are willing to participate in forming partnerships with other 
workforce development stakeholders, speciﬁcally community-based or-
ganizations (CBOs), and the factors that lead employers to collaborate 
with CBOs are both under-explored. Examining employers’ internal 
systems designed for supporting the acclimation, development, and ad-
vancement of nontraditional workers (workers on the periphery of the 
labor market) provides insight into the nature of corporate-community 
collaborations. Firms without the necessary support systems—those 
important for labor market attachment, retention and advancement of 
nontraditional workers—may rely on CBOs as natural partners for en-
hancing corporate capacity to successfully bring workers out of the pe-
riphery and into the workplace, and for helping workers advance in the 
work environment. Corporations and CBOs form tight collaborations in 
such instances. In contrast, ﬁrms with greater internal capabilities may 
have a looser relationship with CBOs, whereby CBOs merely serve as 
brokers for connecting ﬁrms to a new pool of labor. It is important to 
explore a range of corporate practices and policies that contribute to 
successful collaborations, as well as those factors that seem to inhibit 
their success. 
The purpose of this paper is to delve more deeply into the struc-
ture of employer-based workforce development strategies. More spe-
ciﬁcally, it is to explore employer perspectives, needs, and expectations 
with respect to building and sustaining collaborations, particularly with 
CBOs. It also purposes to look at the usefulness of such collaborative 
relationships in creating opportunities for disadvantaged job seekers. 
Over time, collaborations, and the new institutional relationships be-
tween corporations and CBOs have the potential of becoming embedded 
within a broader web of social networks, norms, and policies, thereby 
creating a more seamless connection between nontraditional job seek-
ers and employers. Until then, however, particular attention should be 
given to the structure of these nascent and often fragile relationships. 
This research focuses on the employer side of the collaboration with 
CBOs. I explore three things: 1) the level of corporate involvement 
with CBOs, which is referred to as external or corporate connectedness; 
2) the level of internal corporate support for and integration of work-
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force development practices, which is the corporation’s level of cohe-
siveness; and 3) the extent to which a combination of connectedness 
and cohesiveness produces different labor market outcomes. 
Based on a small yet diverse sample of corporate cases, I found that 
ﬁrms with high levels of both connectedness and cohesiveness are more 
likely to provide good jobs—those providing living wages, beneﬁts, and 
the potential for upward mobility. By way of contrast, ﬁrms with low 
to moderate levels of connectedness and cohesiveness are more likely 
to provide dead-end jobs—those with fairly low wages, low job secu-
rity, and little mobility. Accordingly, this research ﬁne-tunes Harrison 
and Weiss’s (1998) thesis that argues for the importance of institutional 
networks for connecting nontraditional job seekers to the labor market 
and for optimizing their outcomes.  Although optimal collaborations 
or networks—those that produce good jobs—have both high levels of 
connectedness and cohesiveness, if we look at workforce development 
collaborations from an employer perspective, external connectedness 
seems to matter less than internal cohesiveness in producing good jobs 
for disadvantaged job seekers.
Over the next few sections of the paper, I present a review of the 
literature on the role of employers in workforce development and their 
approaches to collaborations with CBOs. I seek to highlight the role of 
employers’ programs in promoting the employment and advancement 
of low-skilled and entry-level workers. In the following section, I pres-
ent examples of the different approaches deployed by ﬁrms that have 
led the way in workforce development. For the purpose of organizing 
the discussion, I have divided the corporate cases selected for the study 
into four categories. These categories are based on an assessment of the 
structure of the relationship between the corporation and its partnering 
CBOs as deﬁned by the corporation’s efforts to build capacity at the 
community level. The corporation may choose to integrate workforce 
development programs into its core operations (vertical integration), 
or instead it may promote a strategic alliance, or structure programs as 
joint ventures. 
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT AND THE ROLE OF 
EMPLOYERS
Harrison, Weiss, and Gant (1995) make an important distinction 
between employment training and workforce development. They state 
that the intent of workforce development is much more comprehensive 
than merely training employees; it includes services such as collaborat-
ing with other organizations, recruiting job seekers, job matching, men-
toring, addressing issues of retention, and following up. Later, Harrison 
and Weiss (1998) embark on an understudied aspect of the workforce 
development process. From the community-based organization’s per-
spective they analyze the structure and utility of the relationships or 
networks that CBOs develop with employers. Additionally, they create 
conceptual models for better understanding the operations of these re-
lationships and the beneﬁts they produce. Because workforce develop-
ment extends beyond employment training and job placement into ar-
eas of retention, supervisory training, and advancement, it has become 
increasingly important to integrate the supply side of labor market 
participation—training, education, and job search strategies—with the 
demand side, employer needs and expectations. Harrison and Weiss ar-
gue for the instrumentality of formal and informal inter-organizational 
networks for integrating the two sides of the labor market with existing 
workforce development practices.
Job seekers often utilize informal networks—family, friends, and 
neighbors—to gain valuable information about economic opportuni-
ties. Similarly, employers often rely on word of mouth referrals to gain 
access to pools of labor. However, the formal relationships being forged 
between CBOs and employers “hold out the promise of building rela-
tionships of trust and competence that can, over time, reduce the indi-
vidual and social costs of job search” (Harrison and Weiss 1998, p.1). 
As community organizations attract employers by leveraging long-
standing relationships to community members, employers capitalize on 
these preexisting relationships and provide job seekers with economic 
opportunities. These mutually beneﬁcial relationships can potentially 
redistribute jobs, income, and experience in areas hit hard by economic 
restructuring and public disinvestment. Harrison and Weiss’s work was 
groundbreaking within workforce development research. However, it 
became increasingly important to better understand the sustainability of 
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CBO and employer collaborations. In addition to examining workforce 
development networks from a CBO perspective, researchers have to 
further explore employer needs and expectations. Using interviews of 
employers engaged in what they classify as workforce development, 
this research begins to create a conceptual framework for understand-
ing the under-explored dimension of workforce development collabora-
tions from the employer perspective. 
Policymakers and practitioners have also begun to talk about de-
mand-side workforce development strategies. Demand-side strategies 
seek to address employers needs, wants and expectations, and to be 
sensitive to how employers hire and what stimulates employer interest 
in additional semiskilled applicants. Demand-side workforce develop-
ment strategies attempt to adapt to ﬂuctuations in labor demand and 
the ensuing income inequality. For example, the skills mismatch argu-
ment is essentially a demand-side explanation for labor market inequal-
ity that explains the expanding employment gap between educated and 
less educated workers as a function of disparate technical skills and 
technological advancement. Moreover, demand-side workforce devel-
opment attempts to engage in collaboration, recruitment, job match-
ing, mentoring, and retention by paying particular attention to the all 
too familiar restructured economy. The new economy and changing 
labor market dynamics in the United States include a transition from a 
manufacturing economy to a service economy (Bluestone and Harrison 
1982; Harrison 1994; Herzenberg, Alic, and Wial 1998), an increased 
utilization of domestic and international outsourcing, unprecedented 
pressure to be globally competitive, the spread of new technologies, 
the trend toward more casual employment relationships and the loss 
of job security (McCall 2001), and what Howell (1997) describes as 
an infectious acceptance of “low-road” strategies toward labor. All of 
these have contributed to the dismantling of career ladders, a growth in 
inequality, and a collapse in real earnings, particularly at the bottom of 
the skill distribution. 
Yet another approach for connecting low-skilled job seekers to the 
labor market accentuates the institutional—especially the network—
connections between supply and demand. Signiﬁcant contributions to 
this body of work highlight sectoral initiatives as well as the role of 
networks (social networks between family and friends and institutional 
networks among workforce development intermediaries, CBOs, gov-
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ernment agencies, and employers) in matching the disadvantaged to 
sustainable job opportunities (Harrison and Weiss, 1998; Meléndez and 
Harrison 1998; Falcón and Meléndez 1996; Granovetter 1973, 1974). 
It is now generally accepted, however, that many black and Latino job 
seekers pursuing entry-level jobs in the low-wage segment of the labor 
market are often impeded by a complex array of barriers such as inad-
equate technical preparation, untimely or inaccurate information about 
job opportunities, the physical and social distance between suburban 
employers and inner city laborers, and manifestations of institutional-
ized racism. 
In addition to encountering labor market obstacles, racial and ethnic 
minorities pursuing entry-level jobs frequently have the misfortune of 
being connected to the wrong types of networks (Meléndez and Falcón 
1999). In other words, the natural friendship and familial relationships, 
or strong ties, that most low-income people have tend to be with other 
low-income people. As a result, the necessary links to information re-
garding living-wage jobs do not exist for many low-skilled workers and 
job seekers. The rampant underemployment and unemployment that 
plagues many inner-city communities at levels that are usually at least 
twice that of other urban areas can be only partially attributed to inad-
equate market resources and to structural adjustments caused by plant 
closings, businesses relocating, and corporate downsizing (Lichter 
1988).  But beyond that, the absence of valuable marketplace connec-
tions developed through formal relationships, or institutional brokers, 
precludes inner city blacks and Latinos from ﬁnding gainful employ-
ment.
Workforce development practitioners, researchers, and policymak-
ers alike are increasingly turning to sectoral strategies for linking job 
seekers to the mainstream economy. Sectoral strategies are considered 
promising because they target regional growth industries and occupa-
tions; therefore, workforce development becomes a customized product 
based on the needs of employers (Theodore and Carlson 1998; Parker 
and Rogers 1998). Once promising sectors are identiﬁed and targeted, 
workforce development organizations can efﬁciently enhance the hu-
man capital of job seekers by providing technical training based on 
employer requirements and speciﬁcations. Recent literature on sectoral 
strategies (Meléndez 1996; Meléndez and Harrison 1998; Parker and 
Rogers 1998) emphasizes the beneﬁt of encouraging employer partici-
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pation in the workforce development process from its inception. Ideally, 
employers should be regarded as active partners in a seamless process, 
as opposed being seen as the ﬁnal destination in the workforce devel-
opment delivery network. Firms such as United Parcel Service (UPS), 
Sprint, and Salomon Smith Barney work with community organizations 
that have the capacity to train potential employees in soft skills as well 
as in technical skills directly applicable to the jobs they will perform. 
In turn, these ﬁrms assist training organizations in designing and imple-
menting customized curricula. 
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT IN THE NEW ECONOMY
The effectiveness of all these workforce development approaches—
those emphasizing human capital, those focusing on employer demand, 
and those stressing connections and networks—must be considered in 
the context of the economic restructuring of the 1990s and the sluggish 
recovery since 2000. While the new economy of the 1990s was robust 
and more than 12 million jobs were created (Giloth 1998), for all intents 
and purposes too few good jobs were accessible to members of low-
income communities. The downward spiral in wages for low-skilled 
workers, which traditionally hits blacks and Latinos hardest, has led to 
an unprecedented rise in wage inequality (Blau and Kahn 1992; Mason 
1995; McCall 2001; Rodgers 1997). There is also a heightened level 
of job insecurity caused by a complex array of factors: deunionization, 
corporate restructuring, downsizing, outsourcing, a dismantling of ca-
reer ladders, and increased utilization of contingent labor. In all, many 
economists and policy analysts suggest that shifts from manufactur-
ing to services, coupled with globalization (the rapid and accelerating 
worldwide movement of technology, goods, capital, people, and ideas), 
have had a disastrous effect on many of America’s inner cities (Sugrue 
1996). These low-road trends have been in existence long enough to 
make plain that the workers most vulnerable to changing employment 
practices are those on the periphery of the labor market: people with-
out college education, the young, and nonwhites (Bernhardt and Bailey 
1997).
A large and possibly growing incidence of short-term employment 
contracts, as opposed to career ladders and long-term investments in 
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employees, characterizes the new economy. Other characteristics in-
clude the measurement of corporate health by a ﬁrm’s ability to reduce 
costs through efﬁcient uses of ﬁxed costs; corporate restructuring and 
reengineering being used as synonyms for downsizing, layoffs, and lat-
eral transfers; rapid technological change; deregulation; and freer glob-
al trade arrangements. Consistent with that is the widespread policy 
of outsourcing systems and departments while hiring contingent, part-
time, and temporary workers to perform both highly skilled and menial 
jobs. Now more than ever, ﬁrms are becoming interested in develop-
ing innovative strategies for accessing new sources of labor. Since the 
tight labor market of the late 1990s, corporations have become more 
involved in external workforce development systems. Many ﬁrms re-
alize the economic beneﬁt of hiring employees after they have been 
screened, and to some extent trained, by external organizations. These 
beneﬁts are proving to be incentives for ﬁrms to build relationships with 
CBOs and participate in the external workforce development process. 
One can only speculate that the “lean and mean” ﬁrms of the nine-
ties may have been preparing for tougher economic times. In doing so, 
they were perfecting what seemed to be a just-in-time human resource 
management system to ﬁll positions at all levels of the ﬁrm. Many ﬁrms 
already have long-established relationships with universities, colleges, 
and private sector headhunters, and these labor market suppliers usually 
provide training in the technology, operations systems, and business 
practices necessary to ﬁll managerial positions at many of the largest 
employers. One could easily draw parallels between these relationships 
and the networks that ﬁrms are currently creating with CBOs for ﬁlling 
entry-level positions. 
Flexible and nimble ﬁrms drive the engine of America’s economic 
system. Accordingly, it is rational for employers to work with labor 
force suppliers to obtain trained staff as needed instead of investing 
internally in the recruitment, training, and development of job candi-
dates, especially for jobs that traditionally have high rates of turnover. 
CBOs and community colleges, for their part, have cultivated the niche 
of identifying “employable” pools of entry-level labor and are making 
capital investments in technology and operations management systems 
in order to provide more effective training. They are also designing cus-
tomized curricula based on employer speciﬁcations. 
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It is evident from the above discussion that the context for the 
implementation of employer-based workforce development programs 
depends on the approaches deployed by both the employers and their 
community partners, and on broader economic trends not easily inﬂu-
enced by any one organization. In the next section of the paper, I ex-
plain the method used to assess the structure of the relationships and 
other factors affecting the implementation of employer and communi-
ties partnerships.
METHODS
I conducted interviews with human resource directors and staff, 
corporate foundation ofﬁcers, and corporate community relations man-
agers at eight large ﬁrms (those with more than 500 employees) from 
industries as diverse as ﬁnancial services, package distribution, aircraft 
manufacturing, and life sciences.  There were three primary criteria for 
inclusion: ﬁrst, ﬁrms must have ongoing relationships with CBOs. These 
could be either tacit or explicit commitments to a CBO or a community. 
An agreement to hire graduates from training programs, or some other 
arrangement whereby the ﬁrm contracts with the CBO to provide prod-
ucts or services, would qualify. Second, employers must intend to cre-
ate sustainable jobs (as opposed to seasonal or other temporary work) 
speciﬁcally geared toward low-income men and women from the inner 
city. And third, employers must be cognizant of the many issues associ-
ated with hiring nontraditional employees. The employers interviewed 
recognized the need to provide support for newly hired entry-level em-
ployees. However, this did not necessarily mean that they designed or 
implemented new policies and procedures; rather, they acknowledged 
the need to make a concerted effort to help acclimate new hires in ways 
that might be different from existing protocol. 
Identifying ﬁrms that met these three criteria was not difﬁcult. I 
selected eight cases that are representative of a much larger group of 
corporations actively engaged in developing and sustaining workforce 
development programs. This new corporate-community activism is re-
lated in part to the effects of the Personal Responsibility and Work Op-
portunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996, which redesigned 
the welfare system, shifting it from an income maintenance system to 
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a work-based system.1 As human resource managers grappled with the 
question of corporate participation in welfare reform, they often asked 
questions about the “appropriate” role of ﬁrms in workforce develop-
ment and Welfare-to-Work. 
FACTORS THAT DETERMINE CORPORATE INVOLVEMENT 
IN WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT COLLABORATIONS
So far as proﬁt driven corporations are concerned, their most obvi-
ous role in workforce development is, clearly, to provide employment 
opportunities for qualiﬁed job seekers. It is important to differentiate, 
however, between the formal workforce development practices most 
large ﬁrms are involved in through their internal labor market and the 
various external arrangements ﬁrms enter into with other workforce de-
velopment stakeholders such as CBOs and state agencies, which is re-
ally the focus of this paper. Within a ﬁrm’s internal labor market (Doe-
ringer and Piore 1971; Osterman 1994), there is a clear incentive to 
engage in workforce development so as to improve human capital and, 
subsequently, increase productivity as well as competitive positioning. 
If our understanding of work is restricted to paid activities performed 
within a large ﬁrm, and we accept Harrison, Weiss, and Gant’s (1995) 
deﬁnition of workforce development, which encompasses more than 
employee training by including the process of inter-organizational col-
laboration, recruiting job seekers, job matching, mentoring, and address-
ing issues of retention and follow-up, then it is easy to understand how 
workforce development becomes a reiterative process during the life of 
most workers. Moreover, internal human resource management has be-
come so indispensable to corporate management that departments have 
emerged to train and retrain employees as they move horizontally and 
vertically. The cultivation and acculturation of employees is typically 
an internal function, although more and more employers are outsourc-
ing the responsibility for human resource development to specialists, 
including independent private sector training ﬁrms and community col-
leges. This is especially true with respect to technical and managerial 
functions. 
Another common strategy used to attract talent is to offer an efﬁ-
ciency wage, paying somewhat above what a given employee might be 
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worth in order to quickly obtain employees who have acquired indus-
try-speciﬁc knowledge and skills. For low-wage, entry-level positions, 
however, on-the-job training remains the standard. We are unlikely to 
hear about employers offering signiﬁcant training to their low-wage, 
entry-level workers unless the labor market is so tight that even entry-
level workers have leverage. Generally, employers anticipate that such 
an investment would be a sunk cost, owing to the expected high levels 
of turnover of these positions. 
In contrast, the external workforce development networks in which 
ﬁrms participate emphasize the human capital development of a pool of 
potential entry-level applicants, rather than the training and maturation 
of speciﬁc employees. It is through such external systems that employ-
ers work with various labor suppliers, such as CBOs, governments, and 
educational institutions, to build human capacity and expand the pool 
of skilled job seekers. In both internal and external workforce devel-
opment, corporations frequently employ human resource managers, or 
“buffers,” whose responsibility it is to recruit and train new hires and 
acculturate them to the corporation. The level at which individual buf-
fers are interested in, and receive internal support for, using unconven-
tional practices to connect entry-level workers to a ﬁrm often dictates 
the scope of the partnership between CBOs and that ﬁrm. Moreover, 
the degree to which other ﬁrms in a given industry are involved in cor-
porate-community partnerships sways an ambivalent ﬁrm’s inclination 
to try these nontraditional arrangements. Consequently, the tight labor 
market of the 1990s also forced ﬁrms to be increasingly innovative and 
more liberal about implementing strategies to attract workers. 
For many low-wage positions, points of entry into ﬁrms have ex-
panded with changing corporate structures and changing organization 
of work (Cappelli et al. 1997). But as ﬁrms have become physically 
and socially disconnected from urban neighborhoods and inner city 
dwellers, they lose their ability to effectively marry employees to jobs 
and determine who will be productive workers. Research has shown 
that many potential applicants for low-skill, entry-level jobs, especially 
blacks and Latinos from the inner city, are intimidated by traditional 
cold calling on employers and ﬁlling out applications, on account of 
their fear of labor market discrimination and rejection (Newman 1996). 
Therefore, informal hiring networks based on word-of-mouth referrals 
among the friends and family of employees often beneﬁt ﬁrms and rep-
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resent more comfortable options for such applicants. As we previously 
observed, however, these informal networks among low-income work-
ers do not regularly produce living wage opportunities. The networks 
proving to be most lucrative for ﬁrms and disadvantaged job seekers 
alike come from a combination of formal and informal relationships, 
which describes the role of many CBOs. Community-based organiza-
tions serve as the employment broker, as they both cultivate corpora-
tions as contacts and prepare job seekers for opportunities.
The role of community-based job developers has expanded as state 
employment systems have been revamped because of their inability to 
effectively match job seekers and employers. By utilizing community 
institutions, ﬁrms can choose among a pool of applicants that have been 
previously screened for all the basic indicators of poor employment 
performance, thereby increasing the probability of a good ﬁt. 
For example, Salomon Smith Barney has a partnership with Wildcat 
Service Corporation, a CBO that specializes in workforce development. 
Job seekers who have successfully completed Wildcat’s fairly rigorous 
16-week internal training program may be placed in a four-month in-
ternship at Salomon Smith Barney. During this four-month period job 
seekers remain Wildcat trainees, and Salomon pays Wildcat for the tem-
porary help. Job seekers use the internship to get acclimated to the cor-
porate culture, and Salomon uses the internship process as a strategy for 
trying out potential employees before making a commitment to them by 
offering full-time, permanent positions. (Recently, a similar process has 
been widely used by private temporary agencies to place highly skilled 
candidates in private sector positions.) The human resource manager at 
Salomon Smith Barney was comfortable using this recruiting technique 
as a nontraditional way to ﬁll even entry-level administrative positions. 
The ﬁrm judged the idea to be an economically sound business decision 
and a socially responsible business practice.
To facilitate discussion of the cases examined in the study, I have 
categorized corporate involvement in workforce development systems 
depending on the nature of the external relationships cultivated with the 
CBOs and on the level of internal engagement in the process. I have 
grouped the cases into the following four categories:
1) Capacity building. Capacity-building strategies aim at improv-
ing the capacity of the community-based program participants.
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2) Vertical integration. Corporations following this approach in-
ternalize most workforce development functions, from recruit 
ment to retention, and often do not create extensive partner-
ships with CBOs.  
3) Strategic alliances. The most common way ﬁrms work with 
CBOs is through different types of strategic alliances in which 
participating institutions have common or mutually beneﬁcial 
goals. Firms following this strategy bolster the organizations’ 
ability to effectively manage networks, share information, and 
operate at scale.
4) Joint ventures. Although joint ventures are a form of strategic 
alliance, they represent the most cohesive possible partnership 
between ﬁrms and CBOs, whereby both parties have a vested 
interest in the success of the relationship. 
Capacity Building
Both Johnson and Johnson and International Business Machines 
(IBM) used capacity building strategies to structure their participation 
in workforce development. Capacity building strategies do not bolster 
the ﬁrms’ corporate workforce; instead, they enhance the capabilities of 
the CBOs by improving the capacity of the community-based program 
participants. This strategy indirectly increases the pool of qualiﬁed job 
applicants by improving the quality of supply-side strategies. Firms us-
ing it exhibit a fairly low level of internal cohesiveness toward work-
force development. Capacity building strategies do not require employ-
ees to support corporate-CBO networks because ﬁrms are not recruiting 
new staff through this workforce development strategy. Rather, ﬁrms 
use it to develop or ﬁnance external human capital development pro-
grams such as summer internships for youth, school-to-work programs, 
technology-based in-kind donations, and technical assistance. 
Johnson and Johnson is one of the largest manufacturers of health 
care products and pharmaceuticals in the country; it has its corporate 
headquarters in New Brunswick, New Jersey. Johnson and Johnson 
organized the Bridge to Employment program to provide opportuni-
ties for young people to receive the training and education necessary to 
pursue careers in health-related ﬁelds. The program is designed to help 
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high schools and community colleges develop appropriate curricula 
by implementing work-based learning through internships, ﬁeld trips, 
mentoring, and job shadowing programs. Johnson and Johnson offered 
grants of up to $90,000 over three years to groups selected to partici-
pate in the Bridge to Employment program. It uses the program as a 
corporate community relations strategy, which serves the dual purpose 
of facilitating collaborations with community organizations in disad-
vantaged neighborhoods and of improving the pool of local labor. The 
majority of the organizations receiving funds through the program de-
velop stimulating health care–related curricula, pay stipends to interns, 
and cover operating expenses.
Within each site community collaborations are unique, although 
each usually includes high schools, local chambers of commerce, 
CBOs, community colleges, community foundations, and private sector 
employers. One primary or host organization (Johnson and Johnson re-
quires that it be in proximity to a Johnson and Johnson ofﬁce or operat-
ing company) is assigned to serve as the intermediary between Johnson 
and Johnson and the community. The collaborative structure is condu-
cive to the multidimensional goals of the program. The goals include 
1) building long-term partnerships among businesses, educators, com-
munity groups, and parents to develop effective education programs; 
2) preparing young people who have dropped out of school, or are at 
risk of doing so, for the challenges involved in obtaining a job in the 
health care industry and for fulﬁlling the requirements necessary to suc-
ceed; 3) recognizing and advancing community efforts in locations that 
have a record of success in helping at-risk youth locate and sustain jobs; 
and 4) reinforcing parental involvement as an important link between 
young people and their schools. 
“[Providing] internal employment opportunities is not the intention 
of the program,” says Michael Bzdak, director of Bridge to Employ-
ment. “It is really designed to support young people in their pursuit of 
secondary education in health-related ﬁelds. If young people who have 
participated in the program come to us seeking employment after they 
have completed some secondary education, great. The program is part 
of corporate philanthropy, not human resources.” Thus, for Johnson and 
Johnson, Bridge to Employment is a long-term workforce development 
strategy designed to ensure a pool of skilled labor for the future. 
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The IBM Corporation also used a capacity-building approach to es-
tablish partnerships with CBOs. IBM is one of the largest manufactur-
ers of technology systems in the world; its corporate headquarters are in 
Armonk, New York.  In response to the urban unrest and race riots that 
occurred in cities across the United States during the mid to late 1960s, 
largely due to inadequate economic opportunity, disenfranchisement, 
and embedded racial inequality, the IBM Corporation initiated a pro-
gram to develop and support partnerships with community-based job 
training providers by donating equipment, supplies, technical services, 
and training. Since the initial partnership with the Urban League of 
Los Angeles was established, IBM has expanded its support to include 
more than 170 nonproﬁt job training centers throughout the nation and 
has invested over $26 million in technology and support. These centers 
have helped prepare more than 67,000 disadvantaged individuals for 
successful participation in the labor market. In 1996, IBM shifted its 
philanthropic strategy and created the IBM Workforce Development 
Technology grant program. This three-year demonstration program 
builds on IBM’s long-standing commitment to and expertise in devel-
oping and supporting technology solutions for job training and adult 
education. 
The IBM Workforce Development Technology grant program in-
vested over $2 million in 10 nationwide projects, including CBOs, 
public-private partnerships, and schools, with the intent of building the 
projects’ technological capacity and thereby increasing the scope, qual-
ity, and efﬁciency of their workforce development programming. The 
projects were located in more than 20 cities nationwide and collectively 
served about 6,000 people. The main goal of the program was to build 
organizational capacity in employment training by allowing organiza-
tions to use cutting-edge technology (such as distance learning, video 
conferencing, networking software, and Internet access) supplied and 
supported by IBM. In the process, inter-organizational collaborations 
were created, access to training was extended to disadvantaged people, 
and innovative curricula were developed and shared among organiza-
tions. Additionally, systems have been created to track programmatic 
outcomes and employment placements. Although job placement was 
not a primary goal for most of the organizations participating, they 
placed approximately 1,300 people in jobs paying between $6 and $13 
per hour. Jobs included computer repair technicians, security guards, 
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medical assistants, bookkeepers, customer service representatives, and 
environmental technicians.
All of IBM’s programs connected people to job opportunities using 
technology. Doris Gonzales-Light, the IBM program manager, believes 
that the Workforce Development Technology grant program has been 
very successful in terms of helping nonproﬁt organizations enhance 
their internal capacity to implement employment training programs, 
track outcomes, and leverage resources to generate additional support. 
When asked how IBM will participate in workforce development in the 
future, Gonzales-Light responded that it would use another approach 
but continue its support. For example, IBM made a grant to the Welfare 
to Work Partnership in Washington, D.C., to help that organization up-
grade its Web site and redesign its database. The Partnership database is 
intended to link job and training opportunities across regions and states; 
individuals can access the database to locate job openings, skill require-
ments, and facilities providing training. 
In making its resources available to the Welfare to Work Partner-
ship, IBM has moved away from building organizational capacity at the 
community level, which directly affects individual-level employment 
outcomes, toward institutional capacity building, in which individual 
outcomes are more nebulous. If we visualize the levels of capacity 
building using concentric circles, individual capacity is the micro-level 
at the center; organizational capacity is the meso-level; and institutional 
capacity, as with the Partnership, would be the macro-level, or the outer 
circle.
Vertical Integration
In contrast to the prior cases, Cessna Aircraft Company has a high 
level of internal cohesion and few external connections. The company’s 
approach to workforce development can be understood as vertically in-
tegrated because it has internalized most workforce development func-
tions, from recruitment to retention, as opposed to creating extensive 
partnerships with CBOs.  Vertically integrating external workforce de-
velopment is a strategy used by ﬁrms to reduce interdependencies with 
signiﬁcant members of the environment, namely CBOs. 
Cessna, a 9,400-person ﬁrm based in Wichita, Kansas, started an in-
ternal program called the 21st Street Project, a comprehensive job train-
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ing program that targets welfare recipients as well as other community 
residents in need of work. As an aircraft manufacturer, Cessna requires 
a constant pool of trained or semiskilled laborers to ﬁll entry-level po-
sitions, primarily in sheet metal work and administrative services or 
clerical positions. But rather than relying on capricious labor pool sup-
pliers, who may or may not have access to timely information regarding 
job openings and may or may not have the capacity to train job seekers 
according to demand requirements, Cessna has integrated the process 
internally. (The recruiting and training of potential employees for sheet 
metal and administrative positions through the 21st Street Project, how-
ever, is distinct from the human resource management systems used for 
other technical and managerial positions in the ﬁrm.) Cessna attracts 
participants to the three-month-long pre-training program by posting 
announcements in public spaces believed to be accessible to and uti-
lized by potential job seekers, such as on community bulletin boards, 
in local newspapers, and by distributing them directly to consumers at 
supermarkets. Cessna also received a pool of job candidates from the 
Kansas Department of Social Services, which referred welfare recipi-
ents ready to transfer to work.  
Job candidates must take part in the 21st Street Project’s pre-train-
ing program, designed to foster both basic academic skills and work 
ethic and soft skills, before they are allowed to apply for permanent 
Cessna positions in sheet metal or clerical. During the pre-training pe-
riod Cessna has no formal commitment to participants, so participants 
are allowed to continue to receive public assistance. At the conclusion 
of the pre-training program, successful participants interview for sheet 
metal or clerical positions. Job seekers asked to participate in one of the 
21st Street Project’s training programs are considered full-time employ-
ees of Cessna. Trainees receive above-minimum wages, health beneﬁts, 
and vacation time. Approximately 70 percent of trainees successfully 
complete the training, which includes a series of verbal and written ex-
ams, work-based evaluations, and regular progress reports.
Since the inception of the 21st Street Project in 1995, Cessna has 
expanded the program to address some of the common problems affect-
ing many low-wage workers. Company executives found that the three 
most common factors impeding successful completion of training were 
inaccessible or unaffordable child care, the absence of reliable trans-
portation to work, and abusive home environments. In response to an 
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overwhelming need, Cessna expanded its training campus in November 
1997 to include child care facilities and residential housing for trainees 
and for entry-level and lower-wage employees who have difﬁculty get-
ting to and from work or are in need of more appropriate living condi-
tions.
Although high costs are associated with developing and maintain-
ing vertically integrated systems because of the additional stafﬁng and 
overhead associated with the recruiting, training, and hiring process, 
there are clear economic beneﬁts as well. By vertically integrating labor 
supply with demand, Cessna eliminates intermediaries and gains ﬁrst-
hand knowledge of potential employees. In a tight labor market, where 
employee turnover is costly, Cessna is able to make informed assess-
ments about trainees’ abilities to be productive and to acclimate to the 
corporate culture. Although CBOs engaged in workforce development 
strive to match employers’ wants with job seekers’ needs, the ﬁt is not 
always ideal at either end. Vertical integration gives ﬁrms more control 
over their labor force by centralizing authority and decision making. At 
the same time, it also potentially minimizes opportunities for job seek-
ers that may be excluded from the ﬁrm’s hiring process, because there 
are no alternative points of entry. 
Strategic Alliances 
The most common way ﬁrms work with CBOs is through differ-
ent types of strategic alliances in which participating institutions have 
common or mutually beneﬁcial goals. Essentially, alliances bolster 
businesses’ and CBOs’ ability to effectively manage networks, share 
information, and operate at scale (Gouillart and Kelly 1995; Fombrun 
1992). Since the term “strategic alliance” is quite broad, this section 
distinguishes among various types based on the degree to which corpo-
rate headquarters’ commitment to the external workforce development 
process has permeated the ﬁrm, spreading into areas where it was not 
originally intended to apply. However, the strength of the alliance does 
not directly correlate with the number of people hired into entry-level 
positions. Strength is more often indicated by the ﬂexibility of the cor-
porate culture to engage in nontraditional relationships. Higher levels 
of corporate support for workforce development programs can be cul-
tivated by charismatic human resource directors, or corporate buffers, 
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who want to implement innovative strategies for attracting workers. 
Corporate cultures amenable to change often have established avenues 
to support new ideas. 
The workforce development practices at United Parcel Service, 
United Airlines, Sprint, and Monsanto exemplify three variations of 
strategic alliances: highly decentralized (UPS), moderately decen-
tralized (United), and centralized alliances (Sprint and Monsanto). In 
decentralized workforce development alliances, ﬁrms exhibit a com-
mitment to integrating external partnerships throughout their regional 
ofﬁces as part of their corporate human resource practices, reﬂecting a 
resourceful approach to expanding the pool of labor. Firms engaged in 
a highly decentralized alliance customize external relationships to meet 
the speciﬁc needs of regional establishments; hence the environment 
and parameters of each relationship may be different. Regional ofﬁces 
partner with local CBOs to design and implement workforce develop-
ment programs based on local or branch ofﬁce employment needs.
UPS, a leader in package distribution and the third largest employer 
in the United States, has highly decentralized alliances with its CBO 
partners. The company has a long history of corporate citizenship and of 
hiring from within the communities it serves; its regional ofﬁces make 
a point of building partnerships with CBOs, churches, state and local 
government agencies, and schools. These formal and informal relation-
ships with external organizations fulﬁll a dual need for UPS. They help 
the ﬁrm’s local human resource departments develop qualiﬁed pools of 
applicants for positions at UPS, and they also help UPS achieve part of 
its corporate mission—speciﬁcally, to be a well-regarded employer that 
is mindful of the well-being of its community. UPS regards community 
involvement as essential to the fulﬁllment of its mission, says Kerry 
Benedetto, corporate community relations manager.
As a decentralized organization, UPS has given its regional ofﬁces 
the autonomy to design workforce development strategies based on lo-
cal needs and resources. UPS personnel are able to develop decentral-
ized workforce development programs because branch ofﬁces receive 
support from corporate headquarters. Indeed, regional ofﬁces have the 
autonomy to individually interpret the organizational philosophy and 
establish appropriate partnerships and programs that meet the common 
goal of workforce development. The UPS organizational philosophy 
and operational structure functions to help the ﬁrm do good while do-
Melendez Book.indb   457 12/16/2004   1:36:54 PM
458 Sutton
ing well.  A description of the extent of United Parcel’s participation in 
workforce development and community networks is beyond the scope 
of this chapter; instead, we take note of a few of the company’s unique 
network relationships.
Although most UPS employees receive a starting wage of $11 an 
hour plus beneﬁts, three-quarters of the workforce is employed part-time 
because of peaks and troughs in the company’s delivery cycle. In an ef-
fort to provide full-time employment to more of its workers, in 1995 
the Chicago branch ofﬁce began an “Employee Sharing Program.” In 
this program, a consortium of companies creates full-time hours for em-
ployees by combining compatible part-time jobs and creating a system 
of cross-referrals among employers. The employees gain greater work 
experience and earn additional income, and “the combination of jobs 
can be more interesting (or less boring), increasing their overall quality 
of life,” says Benedetto. Employee sharing helps mitigate employers’ 
fear of training entry-level workers only to have them leave for alterna-
tive economic opportunities. Moreover, the improved quality of life that 
employees experience has helped to increase retention rates.
The Employee Sharing Program has proven to be a mutually ben-
eﬁcial program. It satisﬁes UPS’s need for employees who will work 
unconventional shifts, such as from 4 a.m. to 8 a.m., and at the same 
time it meets the needs of those participating employers, such as non-
competitive ﬁrms at a local airport or small businesses, that often can-
not provide full-time work. Participating employers receive employees 
based on a referral from UPS, which includes a background check, drug 
testing, and training, along with a beneﬁts package that often surpasses 
what these ﬁrms, particularly the small businesses, can offer part-time 
employees. 
In addition to running the Employee Sharing Program, which is an 
internally operated, decentralized initiative, UPS ofﬁces partner with 
established and respected local CBOs, such as the Urban League, as 
well as with smaller organizations. UPS ofﬁces have long-standing 
partnerships with CBOs, and the company believes these partnerships 
are successful on account of the shared goals of providing economic 
opportunities, sustainable employment, and social welfare. Benedetto 
suggests that UPS is interested in building partnerships with CBOs 
that are forward-thinking and can provide employment training based 
on the needs and speciﬁcations of UPS. For example, UPS engages in 
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workforce development partnerships with CBOs willing to provide off-
peak training, such as the aforementioned early-morning shift of four 
to eight. CBOs also must be willing to provide both soft skills, such as 
punctuality, attention to detail, and physical ﬁtness, and the hard skills, 
or technical skills, necessary to be a successful UPS employee, such as 
safe driving habits and technological acumen.
The difference between highly and moderately decentralized al-
liances lies in the level of corporate involvement and the degree of 
authority relinquished to regional ofﬁces to create and participate in 
external partnerships or commitments. In a highly decentralized alli-
ance, external workforce development relationships may look different 
in each locale, but moderately decentralized alliances maintain a more 
uniform approach to regional workforce development. 
United Airlines, based in Chicago, employs over 94,000 people, 37 
percent of whom hold clerical and managerial positions, 29 percent of 
whom are mechanics, 24 percent ﬂight attendants, and 10 percent pilots. 
United is the largest employee-owned company in the United States. 
In 1994, when Gerald Greenwald became chairman and CEO, he fa-
cilitated the company’s transition to employee ownership. Greenwald 
saw United’s long-term success and leadership in the airline industry 
as being dependent on creating a corporate vision that was shared by 
workers, management, unions, and shareholders. Early on, Greenwald 
made a corporate commitment to President Clinton that United would 
take a lead role in creating replicable strategies for corporate participa-
tion in the Welfare-to-Work program. United’s core participation has 
evolved into a decentralized, regional ofﬁce–based program whereby 
local, community-based partnerships are formed to ﬁll entry-level res-
ervations positions throughout the ﬁrm.
Although United serves approximately 100 domestic and nearly 40 
international airports, its external workforce development partnerships 
operate primarily in 11 regional ofﬁces, with concentrated efforts in six: 
Chicago, Miami, New York, Denver, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. 
In each, United has created relationships with CBOs and government 
agencies, which perform the employment training and referral servic-
es in the workforce development network. According to Scott Gilday, 
director of people services for the airline, “United relies on external 
organizations to train job seekers in the soft skills, such as attitude, 
job performance standards, work ethic, and communication . . . United 
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provides all new hires with the necessary technical skills in a six- to 
seven-week internal program.” 
Given the high costs associated with training new employees, Unit-
ed forms long-term relationships with CBOs such as the Urban League 
to increase the probability of a good ﬁt. CBO partnerships are judged 
based on referrals’ staying power, or the CBO’s ability to refer job seek-
ers who will remain on the job. Over 35 percent of unsolicited new hires 
leave United within a year, but referrals from CBOs and government 
agencies tend to produce a much greater success rate. 
Eileen Sweeny, manager of civic affairs at United, offers an expla-
nation for the company’s seemingly high overall attrition rate and the 
signiﬁcantly lower attrition rate for former welfare recipients. She notes 
that as part of the employee stock ownership program, in which over 
55 percent of corporate personnel participate, wage concessions were 
made over a ﬁve-year period; as a result, newly hired employees, from 
front-line workers to pilots, received reduced beneﬁts and salary. “An 
average hourly wage for newly hired front-line workers is $7.67,” she 
says. “However, these newly hired workers may work beside cowork-
ers, doing similar jobs, who earn $16 per hour because they were hired 
prior to the employee stock ownership program, enacted in 1994. This 
is bound to have a discouraging effect and create turnover.”  On the 
other hand, former welfare recipients are more inclined to stay with 
the company, she observes, because they have fewer leverageable skills 
owing to a lack of experience. They may also feel a sense of loyalty to 
the ﬁrm for giving them a chance. 
The Welfare-to-Work program is a signiﬁcant addition to the human 
resource practices of United Airlines. The airline expected to hire 2,000 
people off of the welfare rolls by the year 2000. It has created new 
positions—so-called ﬁeld employment staff—to execute and manage 
the program and to serve as links between the ﬁrm and CBOs. United 
views this human resource investment as an economically rational and 
efﬁcient expense because the company is now able to reduce the high 
costs associated with turnover. 
While United has made a considerable contribution to the Welfare-
to-Work program, the overwhelming majority of its placements ﬁll en-
try-level reservations positions, which typically have the highest rates 
of turnover in the industry. Even taking into account Sweeny’s explana-
tion, United’s 35 percent attrition rate per year is curious. It leads one to 
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question how much of the turnover can be attributed to the individuals 
involved and how much to the organization. Its efforts at cultivating a 
more dependent pool of labor, which leads to reduced turnover, does 
not suggest that the organization is inclined to address the underlying 
causes of job dissatisfaction. 
The third and ﬁnal form of strategic alliance, centralized alliances, 
reﬂects workforce development relationships designed and implement-
ed centrally, within corporate headquarters as opposed to at regional 
ofﬁces. There seem to be two types of centralized alliances. Some, of 
which we give an example below, are not very different from decentral-
ized alliances, except that they are designed to ﬁll in-house job open-
ings and provide limited employment opportunities. Others, as in the 
second example below, have ﬁrms that outsource more and more of 
their entry-level operations. Such ﬁrms are inclined to create central-
ized alliances characterized by a narrow span of control over workforce 
development and incorporating a limited interpretation of workforce 
development partnerships. Levels of cohesiveness and connectedness 
vary based on corporate culture and philosophy. 
Sprint, whose headquarters is located in Kansas City, is a leader 
in the global telecommunications industry: a provider of local, long-
distance, and wireless services and an innovator in the nationwide ﬁ-
ber optic network. By partnering with local CBOs, Sprint built a new 
call center in Kansas City’s inner city to process long distance calls 
throughout the county. The facility is called the 18th and Vine Call Cen-
ter or, informally, “The Jazz Rock” (reﬂecting the historic jazz district 
that ﬂourished at 18th and Vine). The Kansas City Area Development 
Council, whose mission it is to bring jobs and businesses into Kansas 
City, encouraged Sprint to create jobs in the inner city by opening its 
call center there as opposed to in the suburbs, where Sprint already 
operates four centers. In addition to the Area Development Council, 
Sprint worked with the Black Economic Union to rebuild the site to 
house the call center, and with the Kansas City Urban League and the 
Full Employment Council to ﬁll 60 new call center jobs. The demand 
for jobs in the area far outnumbered the supply: a job fair, held at the 
local community college, yielded more than 700 applicants for the 60 
available slots.
Securing one of the available positions thus became a very com-
petitive process. The Full Employment Council and the Urban League 
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provided prescreening of job applicants (based on diction, telephone 
etiquette, work history, drug testing, and motor and cognitive skills) 
along with placement services and job training; applicants that passed 
the ﬁrst round of screening participated in a training course adminis-
tered by Sprint and Metropolitan Community College. Because call 
center employment is growing in the Kansas City area, Sprint helped 
design a six-week course to provide job seekers with the technical and 
soft skills necessary to obtain call center jobs with any of the city’s 
major employers, including American Airlines, AT&T, and Sprint itself. 
The ﬁrm also made a signiﬁcant investment in the training program 
by deploying staff to train community college trainers and by helping 
the college purchase equipment and technology to be used for training. 
Sprint expected its return on investment to be a pool of qualiﬁed job ap-
plicants, thereby lowering costs associated with turnover. 
Another example of a centralized strategic alliance comes from 
Monsanto, located in St. Louis. Monsanto is a life sciences company 
that employs approximately 20,000 people; the business focuses on 
biotechnology in the areas of agriculture, food, and health. During the 
early 1990s Monsanto downsized and subsequently divested, or out-
sourced, most entry-level positions, including mailroom and printing, 
janitorial services, food services, laboratory glassware care, and some 
manufacturing, to independent ﬁrms that have become the ﬁrm’s sup-
pliers. Monsanto participates in workforce development by referring 
entry-level job seekers to its regional suppliers, such as Marriott and 
Pitney Bowes.  
Deborah Patterson, a human resource director at Monsanto, says 
that the ﬁrm’s current workforce development structure is best suited to 
Monsanto’s needs. “Working with extraneous CBOs would require a lot 
of unnecessary paperwork,” she says. “Moreover, most of the positions 
that Monsanto has to offer require at least an associate degree for entry-
level technician jobs. Job seekers that have been successful with suppli-
ers also have access to Monsanto’s internal job postings, which is a way 
for applicants to join the Monsanto team after receiving the appropriate 
training.” Monsanto’s workforce development practices exemplify low 
internal cohesiveness and low external connectedness. 
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Joint Ventures 
Although joint ventures are a form of strategic alliance, they repre-
sent the most cohesive possible partnership between ﬁrms and CBOs, 
whereby both parties have a vested interest in the success of the rela-
tionship. Joint ventures are often formed to reduce unpredictability in 
the environment. Within such arrangements, ﬁrms begin to depend on 
their CBO partners to supply pools of qualiﬁed and motivated job ap-
plicants, while CBOs rely on ﬁrms for support in designing curricula, 
offering real work experience, and hiring graduates from training pro-
grams. 
Salomon Smith Barney (SSB), a leader in global ﬁnancial services 
with corporate headquarters in New York City, has made a strong com-
mitment to partnering with CBOs in order to expand its pool of quali-
ﬁed job applicants for entry-level jobs throughout the ﬁrm. Since mid-
1995, SSB has partnered with Wildcat Service Corporation to provide 
Welfare-to-Work opportunities for single mothers receiving public as-
sistance. The goal of Wildcat’s Private Industry Partnership (PIP) proj-
ect is to create a replicable, cost-effective way to signiﬁcantly increase 
employment in growth-oriented industries and long-term job retention 
among public assistance recipients. The structure of the program allows 
individuals on public assistance to move through the three-step process 
of training at Wildcat, gaining on-the-job experience through an intern-
ship at SSB, and obtaining a living-wage career opportunity with SSB.
Wildcat provides vocational education and basic skills training 
through a 16-week program that focuses on life skills, basic education, 
computer skills, work ethic, and a general acclimation to the corporate 
culture. Timeliness and dressing appropriately for work are strictly en-
forced during training in order to foster favorable work habits among 
a population of people that have been out of the formal workforce for 
some time. In collaboration with SSB’s human resource staff, Wildcat 
provides training in intermediate and advanced software applications 
that are compatible with SSB’s systems. 
At the conclusion of the training program at the Wildcat site, train-
ees have the opportunity to interview for a full-time paid work assign-
ment (internship) at SSB. These internships last for an additional 16 
weeks, during which time the trainee remains a participant in the Wild-
cat program. Thus, SSB pays Wildcat $8 an hour per intern, as opposed 
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to the $20 an hour SSB would normally pay a temporary agency. This 
signiﬁcant savings in labor costs was one of the main economic incen-
tives for SSB’s choosing to enter into a joint venture with Wildcat.  Dur-
ing interns’ tenure at SSB they develop new skills that are useful at SSB 
and transferable to other work settings. They also attend workshops at 
SSB targeted at helping them make the transition to a corporate envi-
ronment, and covering topics such as conﬂict resolution and presenta-
tion skills. The workshops are open to all entry-level administrative and 
support staff at SSB; they are particularly illuminating, however, for the 
Wildcat interns. 
During the course of the 16-week internship, interns undergo a writ-
ten evaluation by their SSB manager. At the end of the internship, a 
hiring decision is made based on individual performance as well as the 
needs of the ﬁrm. Interns have attained permanent placements at SSB 
in departments such as research, legal, information systems, accounts 
payable, marketing, operations, public relations, and treasury. In 1998, 
salaries generally ranged from $22,000 to $28,000; also included is a 
comprehensive beneﬁts package featuring stock options, tuition reim-
bursement, and access to backup child care. 
Barbara Silvan, human resource director at SSB, and the program’s 
champion, believes the program is so successful because “the manag-
ers at SSB really love Wildcats [the interns]. Where else can you try 
out employees for four months before you hire them? The Wildcats 
are highly motivated and well trained, they really want to work, and 
they’ve exceeded expectations. This was not initially designed to be a 
jobs program but rather an inexpensive way to ﬁll numerous job open-
ings. I could not have planned this better. The retention rate among the 
Wildcats is about 94 percent.”
Both Silvan and Jeff Jablow, senior vice president at Wildcat, ob-
serve that one of the keys to the program’s success is that it is a part-
nership between the corporation and the CBO. There is regular com-
munication and continual follow-up, and since both parties want the 
partnership to be a success they actively engage in troubleshooting 
whenever a problem arises.  Additionally, the ﬁrst 16-week training 
program remains ﬂexible and adaptable to SSB’s needs. Trainees, in-
terns, and newly hired employees know they always have someone at 
Wildcat whom they can communicate with about problems or issues 
as they occur. The relationship does not end once a trainee is placed; 
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rather, a new type of relationship begins. And as a professional CBO, 
Wildcat conducts its business in such a way as to help its partner meet 
its corporate objectives. 
What seems particularly interesting about joint venturing is the dif-
ﬁculty in encouraging ﬁrms to engage in external workforce develop-
ment at this level despite the program’s success in sustaining durable 
labor market connections. The SSB example suggests that success is 
contingent on the intellectual, emotional, and ﬁnancial investment of 
participating institutions, sometimes spearheaded by charismatic lead-
ers at corporations or CBOs. The leadership at SSB and Wildcat devel-
oped a professional relationship that fostered trust and understanding 
about the parameters and expectations of the partnership. What was 
particularly important for this relationship was the authority of SSB’s 
human resource director (the buffer) to implement nontraditional and 
somewhat controversial connecting strategies that, nevertheless, quick-
ly gained support at all levels of the ﬁrm.
MEASURES OF CORPORATE INVOLVEMENT
The eight case studies suggest that tighter (more connected) relation-
ships between ﬁrms and CBOs lead to the creation of jobs in the short 
term and of career opportunities in the long term. Loose relationships, 
in contrast, simply build capacity in the short term and have the poten-
tial for job creation in the long term. Firms collaborate with CBOs to 
varying degrees; some ﬁrms create ﬁrst-source hiring arrangements with 
CBOs, while others have informal agreements and merely pass along 
information about job openings. Collaborations tend to be structured 
in accordance with the overall corporate vision, or corporate culture, 
which becomes evident through its human resource practices. Corporate 
workforce development operations run the gamut, as we have seen, from 
centralized to decentralized initiatives, or from workforce development 
practices initiated and implemented through corporate headquarters to 
those initiated and implemented through regional ofﬁces.
Time and time again, ﬁrms express concern and uncertainty about 
collaborating with CBOs above and beyond traditional job placement 
relationships, and many ﬁrms exhibit reluctance to embark on a joint 
venture strategy, despite its signiﬁcant returns. The tight labor market 
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of a few years ago helped make unconventional working relationships 
more acceptable. Now we can expect that more and more ﬁrms will be 
pushed into alternative workforce development relationships as a result 
of their past success and the recognition of the importance of investing 
in relationships that attract and develop pools of entry-level workers. 
While employers are looking toward underutilized sources for pools of 
domestic labor, CBOs are becoming increasingly knowledgeable about 
designing training programs and brokering business relationships, with 
the goal of altering negative perceptions about nonproﬁt organizations 
and their constituents.
An important question remains. Now that the market has softened, 
will ﬁrms revert to their old ways of doing business, or have CBOs cre-
ated relationships that are sustainable? It appears that some ﬁrms only 
tapped into the resources of CBOs during severe labor droughts but 
have since reverted to a range of more familiar practices for attracting 
entry-level job seekers. However, a cadre of savvy, forward-thinking 
CBOs engaged in workforce development did not relent when the labor 
market softened. Rather, these workforce developers focused on build-
ing sustainable relationships with a range of ﬁrms. They offered ser-
vices that extended beyond increasing job placements to skill develop-
ment and retention. The restructured economy and the proliferation of 
jobs in the service sector has created an even greater, albeit unfortunate, 
demand for low-wage, entry-level positions. As ﬁrms have become ac-
customed to outsourcing nonessential functions, reputable CBOs have 
emerged as the likely candidates to continue brokering entry-level posi-
tions, alleviating ﬁrms from being inundated with job applicants they 
do not want, and do not have the capacity, to process. 
Although we do not know exactly what determines the structure of 
corporate-CBO relationships, we can see patterns in the types of jobs cre-
ated. Using a conceptual framework to analyze corporate involvement in 
workforce development may be helpful. The level of cohesiveness repre-
sents the ﬁrm’s commitment—reﬂected in its internalization of workforce 
development strategies (see Figure 13.1). Highly cohesive ﬁrms, such as 
Cessna, Salomon Smith Barney, UPS, and United Airlines, changed their 
organizational structure or protocol to adapt to new workforce devel-
opment strategies. These ﬁrms utilized different external workforce de-
velopment techniques, but each altered their old structure to incorporate 
new ways of attracting labor. United Airlines created new staff positions 
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to manage the inﬂux, whereas Cessna made ﬁnancial investments in in-
frastructure and personnel. The commitment within each highly cohe-
sive ﬁrm was such that it altered “business as usual” at numerous levels 
within the corporation, not just in human resources or in the departments 
where new hires were working. This degree of commitment cannot easily 
be expressed in dollar terms because it encapsulates intangible aspects of 
the corporate culture. But we can, however, assert that ﬁrms engage in 
cohesive practices because they perceive them as a rational strategy for 
attracting employees given the constraints peculiar to those ﬁrms. Rarely 
do ﬁrms establish cohesive relationships based on purely altruistic inten-
tions. Cohesiveness and altruism are not synonymous. 
Figure 13.1  Corporate Connectedness and Cohesiveness 
 in Workforce Development
SOURCE: Author’s calculations
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In contrast, the level of connectedness deﬁnes the strength of the 
relationship between ﬁrms and CBOs, speciﬁcally with respect to cor-
porate involvement in external workforce development processes. The 
degree to which human resource managers and corporate trainers col-
laborate with CBO job developers and trainers to design training cur-
ricula, implement and adjust programs, and follow up on placements 
deﬁnes connectedness. Highly connected ﬁrms anticipate long-term 
beneﬁts from relationship-building investments. 
Firms with higher levels of connectedness—those with strong ex-
ternal relationships—tend to also have high levels of internal cohe-
siveness, although the reverse is not also true. The research found that 
highly connected ﬁrms, which engage in regular communication with 
their CBO partners, have, at some level, altered the tasks and responsi-
bilities of their many human resource managers. And ﬁrms that actively 
network with CBOs tend to provide career opportunities in the long 
term as well as job opportunities in the short term. Highly connected 
and cohesive ﬁrms are more inclined, on account of their signiﬁcant 
investment, to offer career opportunities to entry-level job seekers so 
as to ensure retention and job satisfaction. They do this by providing 
mentoring programs, skill upgrading, ongoing training, and supervisory 
training and advancement.
In the end, according to the research, the best jobs are created in 
ﬁrms characterized by both external networks (connectedness) and in-
ternal support (cohesiveness) with respect to utilizing the nontraditional 
pools of labor made up of former welfare recipients. So it is not just 
networks that matter in creating good jobs. Firms also have to be ready 
to embrace change.
Note
 1.  As of 1999 there was a list of over 7,000 employers formally participating in 
Welfare-to-Work through the Welfare to Work Partnership in Washington, D.C. 
The Partnership is a national effort on the part of the American business com-
munity to help move those on public assistance into private sector jobs. The mis-
sion of the Partnership is 1) to encourage ﬁrms to hire and retain former welfare 
recipients without displacing existing workers, and 2) to provide participating 
companies with the information, technical assistance, and support needed to cre-
ate and manage successful programs. At the time this research commenced, the 
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Welfare to Work Partnership was in its infancy, with few corporate participants. 
All the ﬁrms included in this paper participate in the Partnership, although at dif-
ferent levels of engagement.
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About the Institute
The W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research is a nonproﬁt re-
search organization devoted to ﬁnding and promoting solutions to employ-
ment-related problems at the national, state, and local levels. It is an activity of 
the W.E. Upjohn Unemployment Trustee Corporation, which was established 
in 1932 to administer a fund set aside by the late Dr. W.E. Upjohn, founder 
of The Upjohn Company, to seek ways to counteract the loss of employment 
income during economic downturns.
The Institute is funded largely by income from the W.E. Upjohn Unem-
ployment Trust, supplemented by outside grants, contracts, and sales of pub-
lications. Activities of the Institute comprise the following elements: 1) a re-
search program conducted by a resident staff of professional social scientists; 
2) a competitive grant program, which expands and complements the internal 
research program by providing ﬁnancial support to researchers outside the In-
stitute; 3) a publications program, which provides the major vehicle for dis-
seminating the research of staff and grantees, as well as other selected works in 
the ﬁeld; and 4) an Employment Management Services division, which man-
ages most of the publicly funded employment and training programs in the 
local area.
The broad objectives of the Institute’s research, grant, and publication pro-
grams are to 1) promote scholarship and experimentation on issues of public 
and private employment and unemployment policy, and 2) make knowledge 
and scholarship relevant and useful to policymakers in their pursuit of solu-
tions to employment and unemployment problems.
Current areas of concentration for these programs include causes, conse-
quences, and measures to alleviate unemployment; social insurance and income 
maintenance programs; compensation; workforce quality; work arrangements; 
family labor issues; labor-management relations; and regional economic de-
velopment and local labor markets.
499
Melendez Book.indb   499 12/16/2004   1:37:07 PM
Melendez Book.indb   500 12/16/2004   1:37:07 PM

